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Abstract 

This critical literature review examines current global debates and 

discussions pertaining to decolonization practices in museums. I sample the 

literature and categorise it into four categories - exhibitions, collections, 

education, and human resources. This review illuminated three important things. 

First, I found that much of the literature pertains to decolonizing national exhibits 

in North America. Secondly, more discussion needs to be had around community 

museums and the important decolonization work that is happening at a grassroots 

level. Lastly, while much has been written on the importance of Black, 

Indigenous, and People of Colour as part of the staffing complement, less is 

written on decolonizing the broader human resources context of museum work. 

This dialogue is necessary to ensure adequate representation. The findings 

presented in this critical literature review continue important contemporary 

discussions on decolonizing museums. In sum, this research advocates for more 

work to be done with regard to decolonizing practices in museums.  
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Introduction 

Discussions regarding a potential Canadian Museum of Human Rights 

(CMHR) began in 2003. It would, however, take over a decade before the 

museum officially opened its doors in 2014. Even before it opened, the CMHR 

was controversial. However, and since it opened, scholars have criticised the 

CMHR for the portrayal and discussion of the genocide of Indigenous peoples 

(Dhamoon, 2016), the holocaust (Chatterley, 2015), migrant workers (Anderson, 

2018), ethics (Dean & Failler, 2019) and “cozy nationalism” that evokes 

belonging, pride and hope in Euro-Canadians (Failler, 2018 p.359). This is not to 

say museum developers did not hold public meetings. In fact, many members of 

the community attended these meetings and participated in surveys while the 

CMHR was under construction (CBC, 2011). So, why is it that even after 

collecting public opinion regarding the museum and its contents, the CMHR still 

suffered from problematic exhibitions, dubious collection practices, negative 

effects on local communities, and questionable partnerships?  

There is a bitter irony to the establishment of the Canadian Human Rights 

Museum. One of its foundations is a claim to be a site for the “production of 

public memory” (Dean & Failler, 2019. p.453). Yet, the CMHR is a bureaucratic, 

nationalistic, and capitalist enterprise; it was established to serve national, 

provincial, and local objectives as well as to make money. Simultaneously, 

however, the museum also seeks to reconcile settler-colonial histories by bringing 

Indigenous and other marginalised histories to the forefront. The results have 

been, at best, uneven. The CMHR first opened with an exhibition on water and its 
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healing properties as well as its importance to Indigenous culture (Dean & Failler, 

2019). Yet, for over a century the city of Winnipeg (and the museum) has taken 

millions of gallons of water from Shoal Lake without regard for the needs of 

surrounding Indigenous communities (Dean & Failler, 2019; Peters & Reimer, 

2021). In 1997, Shoal Lake 40 First Nation was issued a boil water advisory; an 

advisory that would last until September 2021 (Peters & Reimer, 2021). In 

response to the opening of the CMHR, on September 15, 2014 the community 

established The Museum of Canadian Human Rights Violations, a “living 

museum” that seeks to illuminate “the ongoing difficulties and injustice 

experienced by the community” (Shoal Lake 40, 2014). It is widely believed,   

that the CMHR is built upon the bones of ancestors, a belief reinforced by 
the museums refusal to publicly release a commissioned report making 
recommendations on heritage management practices after a brief 
archaeological survey of the land on which it was built, prior to its 
construction (Dean & Failler, 2021 p.458).  
 

The land on which the museum now resides has witnessed centuries of struggles 

particularly between Métis and settlers. The museum space, established as a site 

of reconciliation, is located on stolen land and uses water from local Indigenous 

communities while purporting to portray a united nation.  

The CMHR is not an anomaly. Indeed, museums around the globe 

continue to be troubled by their colonial pasts and particularly by the violence 

meted out against the inhabitants of their former colonies. It is no surprise, then, 

that museums in other nations have faced similar criticism. For instance, even 

though United Nations experts condemned Belgium for its refusal to confront its 

colonial past, the country appears to continue to deny its colonial crimes 
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(Couttenier, 2018; Eyssette, 2021; United Nations, 2019; Van Bockhaven, 2019). 

Other museums facing similar critique include the National Museum of Denmark 

(Ahlqvist, et al. 2019), the British Museum (Lenzerini, 2017; Godwin, 2020; 

Tolia-Kelly & Raymond 2019), the National Museum of the Finnish Sámi, the 

Nature Centre of Metsähallitus in Sweden (Potinkara, 2019), and the House of 

European History in Brussels (Turunen, 2020). These museums have been 

variously chastised for their exhibition content, failure to repatriate cultural 

objects, and, overall, for neglecting to, “confront the legacies of their colonial 

rule” (Gatrell, 2020 p.418).  

Museum officials and employees have recently, however, become 

concerned with colonialism because they have begun to realise that the museum 

itself is a colonial space; it emerged out of a colonial-settler framework. However, 

decolonization both in theory and in practice, enables museums, and more broadly 

historical public spaces, to begin showcasing narratives that have been 

marginalised. Canadians, for example, have acknowledged the violence inflicted 

upon Indigenous peoples and People of Colour. They have also begun to 

recognize that they have a long-standing problem with systemic and structural 

racism that arises from a colonial history. In Canada, things like the Chinese Head 

Tax (Chan, 2014; James, 2004), Japanese Internment (Fachinger, 2019; Finlayson 

& Howse, 1988; Matsunaga 2021), residential schools (Elias et al., 2012; 

Hutchings, 2016), the Highway of Tears (McDiarmid, 2020), and anti-seminitism 

(Davies, 2006; Robinson, 2015; Théorêt et al., 2017) are but a few examples of 

the prominent racist-colonial legacies upon which its society is built.  
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 In Canada the reconciliation movement seeks to amplify Indigenous 

voices. This step signals a decolonization effort. It may also provide a particular 

solution to criticisms of museology and museological discourse. Examining 

decolonization practises in museums leads to questions: a) which subjects are 

worthy enough to be included in a museum and which ones are not? b) if deemed 

worthy, what are the contexts for their inclusion? c) which narratives and subjects 

are deliberately made invisible and why? This historical narrative prioritisation 

and sorting is among the chief criticisms of museums. Indeed, Hankivsky & 

Dhamoon (2013) refer to this sorting of histories as the, “‘Oppression Olympics’ 

wherein groups compete for the mantle of the most oppressed without dismantling 

dominant structures and discourses that generate the dominant standards of a 

competition” (p. 900). Similarly, Rothberg (2011) understands this process as 

“memory wars”, in that they contend that certain histories are competing for space 

and acknowledgement. Museums are, of course, active agents in determining what 

histories and narratives are displayed. Thus, in keeping with Hankivsky & 

Dhamoon’s (2013) metaphor, museums are the host institution of the “Oppression 

Olympics” (p.900).  

 I am intrigued by questions that flow around this topic. What is 

needed/required to decolonize the museum? What do decolonization practices 

look like in museums around the world? How do these museological practises 

differ from one another? What potential challenges lie in decolonization 

practices? Are there places in the world where the literature demonstrates an 

absence of decolonial practises? In this MRP, I offer a critical literature review 
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that takes a global approach by examining a sample of the work of scholars who 

discuss museum practises in an international museum context. These include, but 

are not limited to, North America, Africa, and Europe.  

 The literature suggests that museums play a four-fold role in managing the 

past: they provide the public access to curated exhibits, they collect objects related 

to their mandates, they provide the public with an education via exhibitions, and 

they build upon the authority of museum directors, curators, and employees 

(human resources). My research explores each one of these four functions in the 

light of decolonization. In other words, and drawing upon global scholarship, I 

explore how scholars view the decolonization efforts museums have made in their 

exhibition, collection, education, and human resources practises.  

In the pages that follow, I shall outline the questions that guide my 

research. First, I seek to understand the role museums can play in co-curating 

knowledge and repairing relationships destroyed by colonialism. Second, I shall 

provide an overview of the literature regarding decolonization generally. I use the 

existing literature to broadly define decolonization and then to understand 

decolonization as it specifically pertains to museums. Third, I outline the how and 

the why of my sampling of the scholarly literature I included in this review. In the 

final section of this review I scrutinise the literature as it pertains to the four areas 

of the museum structure I described above: exhibitions, collections, education, 

and human resources. My hope is that by attempting to understand the complex 

entanglements of decolonization in museums, I can offer insight into what 

museums can do to move forward to healing.   
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Literature Review  

Introduction 
Scholars across disciplines have long acknowledged decolonization 

discourse and practice (Shaw et al., 2006). In recent years, however, 

decolonization efforts have encouraged governments and institutions to re-

examine colonial effects on cultural-historical spaces like public art, museums, 

heritage sites, parks, and art galleries. Museum critics, for example, have 

questioned how knowledge is both captured and presented (Dean & Failler, 2019; 

Hankivsky & Dhamoon, 2013). They have also called for museums to re-evaluate 

the ambiguous value attributed to both objects and narratives. Gibbons (2015), for 

example, examines the Museum of Anthropology at the University of British 

Columbia (UBC) to explore visitor experiences in exhibitions that feature 

shameful histories. More particularly, Gibbons (2015) asks: “Are museums 

effective vehicles to transmit this information in an effort to bring about 

meaningful change and dialogue?” (p.16). Gibbons (2015) further seeks to 

question how museums can be inclusive spaces that feature co-curation and 

ethical knowledge production while prioritising decolonization. They conclude 

that museums can be spaces that foster reconciliation by highlighting knowledge 

of difficult histories and challenge the foundations of heritage (Gibbons 2015).  

As mentioned above, decolonization practises seek to make visible what 

has long been invisible and, more particularly, to revisit those historical narratives 

that for centuries have been pushed to the periphery. The hope is that refocusing 

on marginalised voices and their narratives can provide the opportunity to 
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promote healing and ensure cultural survival (Green, 2019). There can, however, 

never be a fully decolonized museum as they are born out of colonial beliefs and 

practises (Aronsson & Elgenius, 2015; Azoulay, 2020; Jessiman, 2014). However, 

hope may be on the horizon. History scholars, including museum staff, have been 

having necessary conversations concerning whose history is being presented; how 

that knowledge has been represented in text and material forms; and, for whose 

benefit this knowledge exists. This literature review brings together literature on 

theory, practice, and policies to describe these discussions.  

In this section I shall begin with a discussion of the problem of museums 

as an extension of colonialism. In other words, we must recognize that museums 

are themselves colonial artefacts and their business of acquiring and displaying 

colonial artefacts is similarly so. Secondly, I present decolonization definitions by 

a range of scholars. Thirdly, I shall discuss decolonization of space generally and 

frame the discussion of colonial spaces. Next, I provide a brief genealogy of 

decolonization within museums. Finally, I provide an overview of existing 

decolonization efforts as they occur specifically in the context of museums.  

The problem of museums as colonial artefacts  

Colonialism is a global problem. Murrey (2020) defines colonialism as 

“the combination of territorial, juridical, cultural, linguistic, political, 

mental/epistemic, and/ or economic domination of one group of people or groups 

of people by another (external) group of people'' (p.315). Colonialism is as much 

a problem in the present as it was in the past; it is the basis for liberal-democracies 
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and remains “a dominant political ethos” (Abourahme, 2018 p.108). Murrey 

(2020), for example, identifies the European roots of colonialism which “refers to 

the various formulas or territorial domination affected by European powers upon 

non-European people (indeed, upon much of the world), from the late 1400s to the 

mid-late 1900s” (p.315). Colonialism remains a problem because it lies at the 

bases of capitalism, the dispossession of land and resources, and Euro-centric 

culture all the while continuing to promote possession and violence (Abourahme, 

2018; Césaire & Pinkham, 2012). Colonialism is, then, so deeply entrenched 

within our way of being that it is impossible to understand culture, power, and 

knowledge without it. For example, sites of memory, like museums, have 

perpetuated coloniality by allowing the mainstream to dominate this form of 

history/memory making. In other words, museums champion colonial legacies 

and present historical narratives in ways that benefit the socio-political agendas of 

most western societies.   

During the high-colonial era, European nations passed laws and bills that 

encouraged travellers to collect Indigenous artefacts to donate to their local 

museums’ collection. For example, in 1875 the government of Denmark approved 

the bill On the Preservation of National Antiquities and Monuments in Denmark 

(Worsaae, 1875). These legal documents encouraged people to collect objects in 

colonised spaces on the premise - with no mention of forced assimilation - that the 

cultures living in these spaces were “disappearing”. Clifford (1988), for instance, 

writes that collecting within this context “implies a rescue of phenomena from 

inevitable historical decay or loss” (p.222). In this context, Jacob Riis, a 
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photographer and journalist from Denmark collected Indigenous objects on Long 

Island in the 1880s. Upon collecting the objects Riis packaged them and sent them 

to a local museum in Ribe, Denmark to be incorporated as part of the Antiquarian 

Collection (Ahlqvist et al., 2019). As a further testament to this practice, the 

museum in Ribe was named after Riis (Jacob A Riis Museum, n.d.). There is no 

evidence to suggest whether the objects that he donated are still at the museum or 

if they have been repatriated.  

Instances, like those mentioned above, speak to the blurring of 

geographical times and spaces. By this I mean that objects are transported from 

their places and times of origin to be displayed and preserved out of context in 

another. For example, the Riis Museum houses collected pieces from North 

America and the museum itself is presently located in Riis’ childhood home in 

Ribe, Denmark (Jacob A Riis Museum, n.d.). The museum claims “to show and 

discuss social conditions, immigration, national identity, and how a dedicated 

person can contribute to make the world a little better” (Jacob A Riis Museum, 

n.d.). However, the  romanticised ideal on which the Riis Museum is predicated 

does not negate the fact that artefacts were stolen and serve only to highlight an 

attitude of colonial superiority.  

Colonial and disciplinary Power 

Power is deeply rooted in museological practice and discourse. 

Hetherington (2011) examines museums in the context of Foucauldian ideas of 

disciplinary power. Hetherington suggests that while Foucault’s panoptic power is 
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directly applicable to prisons, museum spaces also operate within panoptic social 

power as they make visible the relationships between various subjects 

(Hetherington, 2011). This includes relationships between object-object, object-

visitor, visitor-visitor, and visitor-object-environment relationships. The way in 

which these relationships are manufactured in museums makes them an ideal 

space for researching and understanding visible social power. In other words, 

museum spaces provide a way of seeing the production of new realities and 

subjects (Seebach, 2018).  

 The museum is, then, an active agent capable of shifting power 

relationships. It, as described above, affects both visitors and objects as well as 

the relationships between them. For example, because of colonial power and 

Euro-centric world making practises, the colonised have been largely prohibited 

from speaking in museums (Spivak, 1988). Further, if they were to speak, their 

voices are vetted through approved systems, making them further subjected to 

colonising power. 

In their earlier work, Foucault (1967) subtly and briefly mentions the 

museum as a space of visible power. Foucault (1967) briefly comments on the 

relationship between paintings and museums in their work “Fantasia of the 

Library.” Kauffman (2020) notes “[Foucault] implied a shift from responding to 

the achievement of Giorgione, Raphael, and Velázquez to acknowledging the 

effects of museums’ commingling of Giorgiona, Raphael, and Velázquez’s 

paintings” (p.4). Simply put, the space in which the painting occupies blends with 



11 

the geo-spatial-historical context of the painting itself; there is no separating one 

from the other. The environment in which the object is housed changed the 

perception of both object and environment. For example, Mona Lisa by Leonardo 

da Vinci takes on new meanings and value because of its position behind bullet 

proof glass and its space within the Louvre. The same conversion occurs in 

museums. These relationships between objects are important as an object takes on 

new meaning and value simply by virtue of its placement within a museum space. 

Understood in this way, the object-environment relationship creates “contact 

zones” (Clifford, 1997 p.213). By this, Clifford (1997) understands museums to 

be spaces whereby people and objects encounter one another. This is important 

because the people-object-environment encounters would not be present, if it were 

not for museums.  

Museum spaces are also what Foucault (1975) refers to as a “subtle 

coercion” (p.137). In other words, they serve as a deliberate means of exercising 

power and control over bodies. Control is both meticulous and deliberate and 

visible as visitors are directed around exhibit cases and interactive stations 

(Foucault, 1975). Often, exhibit cases, arrows on the floor, benches, and lighting 

all contribute to a creation of space that deliberately shapes visitors’ experiences. 

Foucault (1975) goes on further to state that this constant coercion works in 

tandem with surveillance in controlled space, time, and movements. Museums are 

not spaces in which visitors are encouraged to linger. In fact, individuals spending 

time in museums are exactly that, visitors; individuals are meant to leave the 
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space once they have experienced it. Nevertheless, and despite their brevity, 

Foucault’s writings on museum and object relationships informs theoretical 

discussions of power in museums. For, in the context of exhibit spaces, 

disciplinary power seems natural and organic (Foucault, 1975).  

In their work, Foucault (1975) also refers to the ‘machine-prison’ (p.235). 

Deleuze (1988) argues that there is also “machine-school, machine-hospital 

etc.”(p.39). I argue that there is a machine-museum. As intimated above, the 

museum is a controlled environment with designated exhibition spaces, hours of 

operation, “staff only” areas, and in most museums its collection of artefacts is 

accessible only by a privileged few. This, in turn, determines which persons are 

privy to material solely on the basis of their positions in the museum complex. 

The machine-museum is, then, a social entity unto itself capable of producing 

subjects who consume and, perhaps, internalise a hierarchy of historical narratives 

(Deleuze, 1988). Museums have evoked this sense of power and control that now 

has become taken-for-granted (Zerubavel, 2018).  

The experts who work in museums and in other knowledge producing 

institutions are the mechanism for knowledge production. In other words, ‘truth’ 

is (re)produced by curators, government officials, and teachers, who serve 

contemporary society by stimulating pride, nationalism, and belonging (Said, 

2000). That said, the public discourses around colonial narratives further prop up 

museums and thus provide affirmation of their expertise through broad acceptance 

of their production of narratives, the valuation of objects, and the processes by 
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which historical worthiness is established. These messages are part of a larger 

political agenda that contributes to socio-cultural capital; visitors understand that 

museums are socially credible institutions wherein experts relate “facts”. 

Moreover, visitors cannot easily refute or question these facts in the contexts of 

long-held authoritative weight.  

Spivak (1988) asks if the subaltern has the space to contribute to historical 

discussions. As I suggested above, they can, but only through the mediation of 

colonial authority. This is an example of epistemic violence. In a similar fashion, 

Said (2000) comments on the gaps within historical narratives. Thus they question 

why histories of notable peoples like George Washington and Abraham Lincoln 

are so well disseminated, while the histories of those who worked as labourers or 

on farms are omitted from all accounts. As answer, Spivak (1988) argues, “The 

clearest available example of such epistemic violence is the remotely orchestrated, 

far flung, and heterogenous project to constitute the colonial subject as Other” 

(p.24-25). Not only does colonial power produce elitist colonial knowledge but it 

also produces a new colonised subject that is written into history books.  

Decolonization  

Genealogy of decolonization 
Decolonization is not new. Scholarship pertaining to post-structuralism, 

postmodernism, subaltern studies, and postcolonial studies predate articulation of 

theories of decolonization.  Poststructuralism and postmodernism arose around 

the same time and are often applied interchangeably to the same theorists 

(Delamont, 2020). Important here is that poststructuralism argues that nothing is 
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natural, stable, and concrete. Rather, things like knowledge and truth are 

constructed socially. Authors like Michel Foucault and Jacques Derrida were 

influential in developing the importance of analysing textual materials and 

discourses as non-static pieces of evidence (Delamont, 2020). As importantly, 

poststructuralist authors would insist on identifying the power structures that lay 

below these claims to truth and knowledge. The ties to decolonization here are 

obvious. Much of the legacy of colonisation is hung upon claims of racial 

superiority and the interests of a capitalist world view.  

The 1960s, however, represented a shift in anticolonial politics around the 

world (Kluge, 2020; Rothberg, 2009). Rothberg (2009), argues the trial of Adolf 

Eichmann in 1961 was a key moment in the history of decolonization. According 

to Rothberg (2009), “[the] trial brought Nazi genocide of European Jews into the 

public sphere for the first time as a discrete event on an international scale” 

(p.176). News of the trial spread to North America, thus breaking the 15-year long 

silence on the Holocaust (Rothberg, 2009). The 1960s saw a shift in technologies, 

enabling social discourse to be broadcast live through radio and television. This 

decade also saw television and radio draw attention to Africa’s growing support 

for Pan-African and anti-colonial movements. Kluge (2009) notes that these 

“movements resulted in a number of African nations achieving independence” 

(p.1160). 

Subaltern studies emerged in India in the late 1970s; Ranajit Guha is 

attributed with first arguing that history-writing favoured the elite and a 

bourgeois-nationalism (Mannathukkaren, 2022). Subaltern scholars also question 
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how historians derive meaning from the accounts they chose to engage. Instead, 

they sought instead to understand history and the making of historical memory 

separate from the colonial elite. In other words, they focused on “people centred 

histories” (Mannathukkaren, 2022 p.23). Homi Bhabha and Gayatri Chakravorty 

Spivak are two important scholars within this literature. Homi Bhabha (1994; 

2020) understands the subaltern by seeking to unpack “the void”; the absence of 

moments of history, of people, bodies, and things from historical encounters. 

They argue that within colonial discourse, the subaltern is frequently omitted or 

pushed to the periphery in the hopes of it being forgotten. Similarly, Spivak 

(1988), discusses the creation of colonial-subject as the Subaltern. Spivak (1988) 

asks, “Can the subaltern speak?” (p.90). In raising this question, they ask: can 

those who are racialized, discriminated against, and oppressed have a voice in a 

capitalist, classist, patriarchal world? Spivak (1988) concludes that they cannot, 

simply because of the centuries of repressive power of the West focused on non-

European peoples.  

In the 1990s postcolonial scholarship combined a number of critical 

approaches to the colonial legacies (Bhambra, 2019). Ouzgane & Lunsford, 

(2004), for example, contend that postcolonial theory was created out of the 

“growing awareness of the importance of minority and subjugated voices to 

histories and narratives that have previously excluded them” (p.1). Like the other 

approaches listed above, postcolonial theory, “increasing[ly] makes clear the 

nature and impact of inherited power relations and their continuing effects on 

modern global culture and politics” (Ashcroft, Griffiths & Tiffin, 2009 p.1). 
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Postcolonial theory, then, enables one to explore the power relations and 

understand the western hold on hegemonic discourses. This exploration makes 

visible things like historical enslavement, cultural genocide, and the one-sided 

construction of historiography. A good example of postcolonial scholarship, 

though it predates the postcolonial scholarship movement, includes Orientalism, 

developed by Edward Said (2003). Orientalism deconstructs how the idea of the 

“Orient” is constructed through western-European thinking. In an era of rapid 

technological advancement, social media, capitalism, and racism, postcolonial 

discourse remains as relevant as ever. However, this line of inquiry has remained 

largely within the realm of academia (Ashcroft, Griffiths, & Tiffin, 2009; 

Ouzgane & Lunsford, 2004).  

Definition of decolonization 
The literature regarding decolonization is vast and varied across disciplines 

and spaces (Green, 2019). For example, decolonization discussions are happening 

in the social and political sciences (Saini & Begum, 2020), higher education 

(Brahima, Turner & Woldegiorgis, 2020), in the evolving discussions around the 

more-than-human (Todd, 2018), the definition of the Anthropocene (Hayman, 

James & Wedge, 2018), and English literature (Zeiny, 2021). Some scholars, in 

fact, suggest that decolonization does not have a fixed definition (Anderson, 2019; 

Silverman, Probst & Abungu, 2019). Rather, they contend that defining 

decolonization is relative to its users’ positionality and area of study. 

For this literature review my intention was to draw upon the definitions as 

understood by a wide range of scholars including those who identify as 
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Indigenous and those who make no such identity claims. This proved to be 

difficult. The decolonial literature seems to be divided into three categories: 

written by a single Indigenous author (Aikio, 2018; Lonetree, 2012; Lonetree, 

2021; Zawadski, 2018), written by co-authors where perhaps one author makes an 

Indigenous identity claim, and, finally, literature by authors who make no 

Indigenous identity claims. However, this classification must be made carefully. 

For unless an author makes an explicit claim to be Indigenous we simply cannot 

assume any particular identity. Nevertheless, by deliberately including Indigenous 

perspectives to frame this research, my hope is to centre Indigenous voices as part 

of the decolonization of theories and practises.  

In this light, I begin with a definition offered by Sarah Hunt/ 

Tłaliłila’ogwa and Sarah de Leeuw (2020). Decolonization, they write, is, 

[…] a more generalized means of interrogating ways that knowledge-
making practices marginalize or discount specific people and places, 
especially by privileging what might be generalized as ‘western’ (often 
Euro-White) knowledges over ‘southern’ (often racialized) ways of seeing 
and knowing the world (p.181).  
 

Systems of oppression are multi-faceted. This means that the effects of 

colonisation and the potential of decolonization must be theorised and practised 

across and between cultural, social, economic, and political systems to effect 

positive change. In this context, Hayman, James, & Wedge (2018) suggests 

decolonization efforts must enable individuals and groups to shift long-standing 

perspectives. Some scholars are blunter. Sundberg (2014), for example, suggests 

that decolonization is about “exposing the ontological violence authorized by 

Eurocentric epistemologies both in scholarship and everyday life” (p.34). 
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Similarly, Shaw et al. (2006) suggest the term decolonizing requires a 

deconstruction of “western knowledge building [and]...coming to terms with the 

cultural politics of ‘knowledge’, its production, and the recognition that 

knowledge is a cultural artefact which reinforces social, political and economic 

norms” (p.274). Thus, decolonial scholars argue that one must understand that 

“whiteness is not personal, a white person is not whiteness itself; whiteness is 

institutional” (Green, 2019). In this light, decolonization represents the 

denormalization of whiteness and its association with knowledge production 

(Knudsen et al., 2022 p.152). This reasoning is easily extended to other power 

imbalances and may foster new ways of understanding and knowing. This means 

that decolonization must take on deeply rooted and massive systems. For 

example, Snelgrove, Dhamoon & Corntassel (2014) write that decolonization 

requires that existing power systems be disrupted; among them, “colonialism, 

heteropatriarchy, and capitalism” (p.2). Lonetree (2012) pushes this further to 

state: “But one of the most important goals, I believe, is to assist communities in 

their efforts to address the legacies of historical unresolved grief by speaking the 

hard truths of colonialism and thereby creating spaces for healing and 

understanding” (p.5). Finally, Tuck and Yang (2012) argue that the core of 

decolonization must include “the repatriation of Indigenous land and life” (p.1).  

While some scholars offer definitions, others make claims as to what 

decolonization is not. Some argue that the term “decolonization” has been co-

opted by unethical political agendas and marketing campaigns to falsely portray a 

sense of inclusion and equality while continuing to promote colonial, and 
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sometimes openly anti-decolonial practises (Knudsen et al., 2022; Tuck & Yang, 

2012). Similarly, Tuck and Yang (2012) argue that “decolonization is not a 

metaphor” (p.1). They mean this to suggest that “decolonization” is not 

synonymous for social advocacy and justice across all spaces. Nor, Turunen 

(2020) claims, is “decolonization” synonymous with diversity and equality. 

Prioritising equality, representation, and anti-racism discourse, while important, 

should not be misconstrued with decolonization theory and practice.  

In sum, centering the voices of those who have been marginalised allows 

institutions and communities to acknowledge colonialism and its associated harms 

while simultaneously beginning a process of healing and reconciliation. It will not 

be easy. Tolia-Kelly and Raymond (2019), for instance, note that “the decolonial 

process is a series of struggles, through which we learn what obstacles, political 

prejudices, complacencies, misunderstandings, culture-clashes, and infrastructural 

anomalies there are to be overcome, to concretise a decolonised praxis” (p.2). 

Through this struggle we can begin the process of unlearning and reimagining 

historical memory spaces like museums.  

Decolonization of space  

To understand decolonizing within museums we must first examine 

decolonizing geography more broadly. This includes decolonizing the discipline 

of geography (Baldwin 2017; Barker & Pickerill 2019; de Leeuw et al., 2012; de 

Leeuw & Hunt, 2018), reframing the ontological understanding of things like land 

and climate (Hayman, James, & Wedge, 2018; Howitt, 2020), and coming to grips 

with colonial methods of geographical knowledge production (Clement, 2019; 
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Clement, 2020; Said, 2000). According to Shaw et al. (2006), the commitment to 

decolonize the discipline is an “aim to recentre and ‘reclaim’ space within the 

discipline for distinctively Indigenous concerns'' (p.268). This reclamation must, 

however, extend to settler-colonial systems of power to disrupt the oppressive 

system in which it is located.  

Long-standing colonial geographical practices like topography, map 

making, and “earth writings'' (Sundberg, 2014) deliberately classify, categorise, 

and survey the land and its inhabitants in particular ways. Decolonizing the 

discipline would require rethinking this scholarship. Some scholars like Rose-

Redwood et al. (2020), for example, seek to re-recentre Indigenous maps and 

decolonial geographies by “decolonizing the map”. In a similar effort, Hayman, 

James, & Wedge (2018) understand decolonizing practises through a geographical 

lens. This includes thinking about decolonizing concepts such as the 

Anthropocene, decolonizing our understandings of water, and decolonizing the 

self/ body. As a last example, Todd (2018) examines human-fish relations in 

Canada’s arctic regions arguing that we need to decolonize our ontological 

framework recentring our relationships with the more-than-human.  

Indigenous bodies too have been and continue to be geographical spaces 

subject to colonial power. In Canada, Indigenous bodies, for example, are 

contested spaces that have been subject of torture, beatings, and other forms of 

violence (Radcliffe, 2018). In Canada, bodily harm has taken place at Residential 

Schools, during attempts at resistance, and in, “the forced sterilization of 

Indigenous women in the 1990s” (Radcliffe, 2018 p.436). In Australia, after the 
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First World War, many Indigenous peoples were once again pushed to the fringes 

of society, despite having endured physical and mental trauma at the expense of 

military service for Britain (Winegard, 2019). There are many more examples - 

too many to list - that speak volumes of the century’s long injustice and 

oppression Indigenous peoples have been forced to endure.  

This research makes space for critical discussions about decolonization of 

geographical spaces. Geographers must, “re-centre Indigenous epistemologies as 

part of the theoretical corpus of geographical knowledge” (Clement, 2019 p.4). 

This is happening in small ways. The Indigenous Peoples Working Group 

(IPWG), for example, is a subgroup under the Canadian Association of 

Geographers (CAG). Their American counterpart, the Association of American 

Geographers (AAG) includes the Indigenous Peoples Specialty Group. Groups 

and individuals like those listed above place Indigeneity at the forefront of critical 

geographical conversations. As Radcliffe (2017) argues that, “Indigenous peoples 

now appear frequently in geography, constructive discussions around colonial-

settler power and the production of indigeneity do not” (p.220). It is important 

that scholars recognize the effects of colonial-settler power and the implications 

of said power within varying spaces. Geographical discussions must learn from 

and engage with Indigenous perspectives and ontologies, thus ensuring colonial 

power within geographical spaces is disrupted.   

Decolonizing space looks different depending on time and place. Salehin 

and Vitis (2020), for example, examine decolonizing spaces on the Internet for 

gay men in Singapore. Like Salehin and Vitis (2020), Hunt and Holmes (2015) 
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take a queer perspective examining the decolonization of intimate geographies. 

The home is usually understood as a private space and yet, Hunt and Holmes 

(2015) make it a public space by writing about their own intimate geographies. 

Gumbonzvanda, Gumbonzvanda, and Burgess (2021) examine the decolonization 

of the Nhanga (girls’ room) which is, “a traditional round hut for girls and young 

women at a homestead” (p.170). In their paper, they attempt “to decolonize the 

safe space knowledge base, positioning the Nhanga, and safe spaces more broadly 

as a tactic originating within African cultural histories” (p.171). The examples 

listed above indicate that there is a redefining of decolonizing geographies to 

make invisible spaces visible.  

Decolonizing spaces also involves looking towards the future and 

exploring what a space can potentially become (Landman & Makakavhule, 2021). 

Bazemore-James and Boyd, (2021), for example, seek to understand 

decolonization at post-secondary campuses. They argue that this could foster 

inclusion by creating places where Indigenous students may feel welcome. 

Landman and Makakavhule (2021) examine the decolonization of public space 

and urban design in Africa utilising the preparations for the FIFA World Cup in 

2010 as a case study. In anticipation of the event, a biodiversity garden was 

incorporated as part of the stadium design. The garden represented Indigenous 

epistemologies by highlighting the important relationship between people and 

plants. However, they note that criticism arose around design and intent; if it were 

done poorly, the space could be perceived as “othering” Indigenous groups and 

showcasing them “for tourism purposes” (Landman & Makakavhule, 2021). In 
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another example, Hawaiian correction systems are drawing upon adopting cultural 

practices that may restore harmony between an individual and their “‘ohana’ 

(family), community, ‘akua’ (spiritual realm), and ʻāina’ (land)” (Ho Schar et al., 

2020; Schar, Biewenga, & Lombawa, 2020 p.263).  

Recent scholarly literature has referred to “geographies of memory” as a 

subdiscipline examining the connections between people, places, and culture 

(Drozdzewski, De Nardi & Waterton, 2016). Included in the “geographies of 

memory” is research on monuments (Daugherty, 2019; Johnston & Ripmeester, 

2007) and commemoration (Bashford et al. 2016; Sumartojo 2021). Spaces of 

remembrance that celebrate colonial power wield memory as a tool to be used and 

misused to suit a particular agenda. Memory, then, can be exploited, “rather than 

something that sits inherently there for each person to possess and contain” (Said, 

2000 p.179).  

Memory is both personal and public, collective and individual, and is 

understood and represented differently in varying parts of the world. Said (2000) 

argues that “Memory and its representations touch very significantly upon 

questions of identity, of nationalism, of power and authority” (p.176). It is no 

surprise then that centuries-long nationalistic enterprises dominate historical 

discourses (Aronsson & Elgenius, 2015). Disrupting long standing historical 

narratives is required to radically transform the way in which we practise, live, 

and understand geographies of memory. Mnemonic structures, festivals, 

commemorations all assist in the creation of particular public memories. 

Moreover, events such as these place importance on differentiating between 
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official and unofficial public memory. As previously mentioned, official public 

memory evokes feelings of pride, nationalism, and belonging. Remnants of 

memory in public spaces have the power to transform myth and folklore into 

national truth backed by fact.  

In recent years, mnemonic products like those dedicated to Sir John A. 

Macdonald - Canada’s first Prime Minister - were “forcibly pulled down” in 

Montreal, Charlottetown, and Vancouver (Gilmore, 2021). In 2015 the Rhodes 

Must Fall Movement sparked debate in South Africa regarding the statue of Cecil 

Rhodes (Ahmed, 2020; Giblin, Ramos & Grout, 2019; Landman & Makakavhule, 

2021). A month after public protest began regarding the Rhodes statue it was 

taken down. In Bristol in 2020, a statue of Edward Colston, a slave trader, was 

dumped in the local harbour (Kearns, 2020). Commemorating colonisers is 

traumatic and yet many of these mnemonic structures remain standing. According 

to Said (2000) controversies like these “raise the question not only of what is 

remembered but how and in what form” (p.176). Scholars must seek to write and 

understand differences, including the implications of time and space in the 

suppression of oppressed geographies. We must “question the role of geography 

in European imperialism, and more specifically in geographical research on/ about 

Indigenous peoples” (Clement, 2019 p.7). Without decolonization and centering 

Indigenous knowledge, geographical spaces, including museums, will remain 

uncontested sites of “truth”.  
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Decolonization in museums 
In this final section, I discuss how museums are difficult to decolonize 

because colonialism is, as mentioned, deeply entrenched in museological 

practices. Secondly, I provide some examples of social backlash against museums 

beginning in 1932. Thirdly, I briefly outline the literature covering decolonization 

in museums. Lastly, I briefly engage with theories and geographies of race, 

racialization, and “whiteness” as they relate to decolonizing museums.  

There are decolonization movements taking place outside of formal socio-

cultural-political settings. These movements, organised by grassroots individuals 

and groups, seek to decolonize spaces and push back against dominant systems of 

power. Some of these movements include the “Strike MoMA '' movement (Ross, 

2022; Strike MoMA, n.d); the Museums are Not Neutral campaign (Museums Are 

Not Neutral, 2019); Decolonize this place (Lans, 2021; Ross, 2022); and the 

International Curators Forum (Grant & Price, 2020). These movements promote 

ideologies and practises that illuminate the imbalances of power and the 

problematic nature of collecting, displaying, and preserving objects that 

characterize museums. These movements may not only encourage crucial 

discussions, but may also serve as evidence that members of the public are aware 

of the current historical-cultural climate that remains firmly rooted in colonialism. 

Despite interventions like those mentioned above, it is folly to think that we have 

fully addressed the colonial nature of museums. Museums are responding - 

through the establishment of advisory committees, policies, and incorporating 

practises like land acknowledgements - to this public discourse and beginning to 

centre Indigenous voices and culture. 
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 Present-day museums are a European institution that was replicated 

around the world in the nineteenth century (McCarthy, 2020). As a space of 

“national mythos”, the museum was born out of imbalances of power (Richard, 

2014). Initial museums included things like Human Zoos (Ahlqvist et al., 2019; 

Andreassen, 2015) and “private collections of caged animals called ‘menageries” 

(Anderson, 1995 p.276) as well as Cabinets of Curiosities wherein “precedence 

was placed on exhibiting what was considered rare, uncanny or esoteric” (Google 

Arts & Culture, n.d.). Displays such as these “allowed the audience to 

‘experience’ the lives of these ‘exotic and savage’” creatures and things (Ahlqvist 

et al., 2019 p.61). Moreover, throughout the nineteenth century world fairs were 

“staged to celebrate civilization and progress on a global scale” (Schuster, 2018 

p.70). These early museum spaces were a colonial attempt to make sense of the 

Other and, in so doing, placed white-Euro centric knowledge at the top of the 

ontological hierarchy. In the mid-late nineteenth century places such as New 

Zealand and Australia were witnessing the exploitation of natural resources, “and 

the violent dispossession of the previous inhabitants” (McCarthy, 2020 p.96). 

Evidence of such violence dates to 1865, when stolen objects were first displayed 

in the Museum of New Zealand Te Papa Tongarewa (McCarthy, 2020). 

Furthermore, these geographical “discoveries” and public “fascination” with them 

anticipated many museum spaces today. Such sites served as spaces for the 

collection of things that represent arbitrary notions of value. This arbitrariness, 

however, positioned Indigenous peoples and their cultures as an “other” to the 

narratives of exploration, discovery, and exploitation.  
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Unethical display and collecting methods are also clearly evidenced 

through the horrifying story of Sarah Baartman, also referred to as “The Hottentot 

Venus” (Henderson, 2014; Purkayastha, 2019). Baartman was taken from South 

Africa and publicly exhibited in Piccadilly Circus (Magubane, 2001). After her 

premature death, her body was subjected to dissection by French anatomist 

Georges Cuvier (Magubane, 2001; Purkayastha, 2019) and some of her remains 

were put on display in Cabinet 33 at Musée de l'Homme in Paris (Henderson, 

2014). Displaying Baartman’s body was symbolic of colonial power. Despite 

public protests in 1982 that urged French officials to repatriate her remains to 

South Africa, French officials initially refused to do so because they were viewed 

as “one of its most treasured possessions” (Henderson, 2014, p.947). It would take 

until 2002 for the French to return Baartman home. Baartman’s story is an 

example of Black women’s struggle with being labelled as “other” and, 

consequently, becoming a subject of colonial violence. Today, Black bodies 

remain housed in collections at Harvard University, the University of 

Pennsylvania anthropology museum, the Smithsonian Institution, the Cleveland 

Museum of Natural History, and Howard University (Justinvil & Colwell, 2021). 

The colonial mindset views people as objects of fascination; that is, as 

commodities to be classified, exhibited, and viewed as curiosities.  

Canadian museums, for example, have had a long history of collecting and 

displaying things that demonstrate a continued colonial attitude. Most notably, in 

the late 1980s and early 1990s, critics panned the exhibitions The Spirit Sings at 

the Glenbow Museum (Johnson, 2016; Wrightson, 2017) and Into the Heart of 
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Africa at the Royal Ontario Museum (Butler, 1999; Butler, 2008). For example, 

The Spirit Sings: Artistic Traditions of Canada’s First Peoples opened at the 

Glenbow to coincide with the 1988 Winter Olympics (Clapperton, 2010; Johnson, 

2016). Critics criticized the exhibit not only for its content, but also because it was 

sponsored by Shell Oil; a bitter reminder that this is one example of museums 

“enmeshment with high capital” (Ross, 2022 p.21). More problematically, at the 

time Shell was, “drilling for oil on lands that the Canadian federal government, 

also a Glenbow sponsor, had seized from the Lubicon Cree” (Clapperton, 2010 

p.4).  

  Backlash against museums, as both institutions and spaces of memory, is 

not new (Butler, 1999; Butler, 2008; Conaty, 2006; Conaty, 2008; Forni, 2017; 

Miller, 2017). Historically, and despite the examples above, much of the critique 

was published in academic journals rendering the message accessible to few 

beyond the academic elite. Arguably, anthropologists and archaeologists were the 

first scholars to recognize unethical collecting and exhibiting practices (Hanna, 

2003). While they considered the work of museums generally, and prompted by 

Indigenous peoples, they focused on questions regarding the repatriation of 

human remains. These questions led to the creation of policies such as the Native 

American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act (1990) in the United States; and 

in Canada the Alberta First Nations Sacred Ceremonial Objects Repatriation Act 

(2000); and the Indigenous Human Remains and Cultural Property Repatriation 

Act (2019). The introduction of these policies is important because it signifies a 

shift in understanding and authority.  
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 In another vein, anthropologist James Clifford (1988) explored museums 

in Europe as spaces of fascination and wonder. For example, they highlight the 

obsession of collecting and the need to view objects by quoting English poet 

James Fenton who described them “as curiosities to giggle at” (Clifford, 1988 

p.217). Clifford (1988) questioned why objects were viewed through a lens of 

“otherness” and why there was a preoccupation with artefacts as property. At 

roughly the same time, Ian Tattersall, Director of Anthropology at the American 

Museum of Natural History, began to question the collection of human remains at 

the museum. Tattersall oversaw the repatriation of skeletal remains of Inuit 

peoples of Greenland that were brought to the museum in 1896 by Robert E. 

Peary (Kaufman, 1993). Clifford and Tattersall were a part of a significant 

movement within the cultural-heritage sector; one that began to see artefacts not 

as wondrous commodities but rather as unethically obtained objects.  

There were, however, exceptions. For example, in 1932 a group called the 

“Anti-Colonial Exhibition Action” (AKTA) formed to oppose the Indonesian 

Exhibition in The Hague (Kuijt, 2019). In addition to criticising the exhibition, 

AKTA protested Dutch colonial rule beyond the confines of the museum. 

Similarly, in the 1970s museum exhibitions in Finland and Sweden were criticised 

for their portrayal of Sámi peoples and the perpetuation of ethnic categorization.  

The relationship between Indigenous peoples and museums began to 

change in the 1980s and 1990s (Conaty, 2008). For example, “the Museum of 

New Zealand Te Papa Tongarewa explicitly authorised, indeed legislatively 

mandated, a far more inclusive and culturally diverse approach to museum 
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practice, including the participation of the country’s primary Indigenous 

community the Māori” (West, 2019 p.50). In the latter part of the twentieth 

century history workers, researchers, and scholars around the world started 

questioning existing museological practises and began co-crafting new 

historiographical methods (Clifford, 1988; Said, 2000; Spivak, 1988). While at 

this time museological practises were not commonly referred to as 

“decolonization”, the actions anticipate what is commonly known as decolonial 

practises in museums today.  

Turning the Page: Forging New Partnerships Between Museums and First 

Peoples (1992) is an example of changing Canadian museological practises in the 

early 1990s that sought to strengthen relationships between museums and 

Indigenous, Métis and Inuit peoples. The report advocated for: 

The inclusion of First Peoples in the planning, research, presentation and 
maintenance of exhibits; provision for Native people as members of the 
governing structures and as employees at all levels of heritage 
organisations; the return of objects of cultural patrimony that were taken 
illegally; the transfer of title of sacred material even when it was obtained 
legally by a museum; and the open negotiation of the reburial of human 
remains at the request of a First Nation (Conaty, 2008 p.246).  
 

However, as Conaty (2008) states, the recommendations included in the report are 

non-binding. In other words, there are no sanctions or penalties for museums that 

fail to abide by them. Thus, it remains easy for institutions to avoid accountability 

for the unethical procedures and policies they put in place.  

In 1993, the International Year for the World’s Indigenous People 

(Sullivan et al., 2003), Museums Australia drafted and implemented a report 

entitled Previous Possessions, New Obligations (Museums Australia, 2000). The 
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document outlined principles “and detailed policies covering relations between 

museums and Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples” (Conaty, 2008 

p.245). The report specifically addressed issues of governance between Museums 

in Australia and Indigenous peoples. The hope was that this document would 

forge new relationships and strengthen existing ones. Around the same time the 

International Council of Museums’ Code of Ethics was adopted and translated 

into thirty-eight languages (ICOM, n.d.; Brulon Soares, 2021). The establishment 

of this Code of Ethics by ICOM prompted a wave of policies, projects, and 

procedures pertaining to ethical collecting and exhibition practises at museums.  

To understand decolonizing museums one must acknowledge theories and 

geographies of race and racialization. Museums are spaces of the convergence of 

struggle, performativity, and race. By this I mean, narratives, people, and objects 

interact together - albeit disjointedly - within museum spaces. For this discussion I 

draw upon the works of Ruth Gilmore (2002) and Katherine McKittrick (2011; 

2017) in understanding Black geographies and geographies of race.  

Geographies of race and racialization are complex. In part because of the 

layers of racial violence over time and the placelessness felt by BIPOC 

individuals because of long-standing systems of oppression (McKittrick, 2011). 

Because museums are historical spaces of racialization, a decolonial approach is 

necessary to untangle centuries of colonial encounters. For example, McKittrick 

(2011) writes, “that which ‘structures’ a black sense of place are the knotted 

diasporic tenets of coloniality, dehumanization, and resistance” (p.949). 

Decolonization practices are, in this sense, understood as a form of resistance. As 



32 

is the case of museums and other institutions, “power and structure are mutually 

dependent” (Gilmore, 2002 p.17). In other words, the museum’s material and 

hierarchical structures gives precedence to whiteness and white histories and 

thereby effectively making BIPOC narratives invisible. Moreover, museums were 

created to demonstrate colonial superiority and, simulataneously, to create and 

illustrate  geographies of race. It is not suprising that geographies of whiteness 

appeared at the centre of the map and at the top of the hierarchy. McKittrick 

(2017) makes this point: 

These are black geographies (and nonblack geographies, too), 
but they are not whereblackness comes from. There is no 
from. There is no there, or somewhere, or place that a black 
from is anchored to. This means that our historically present 
black geographies…they are inventions, just as we are (p.97).  

 Decolonial practises have been slowly evolving since the latter part of the 

twentieth century. Nevertheless, Fleming (2019) predicts that decolonization will 

be a powerful trend moving into the future and that museums will have to be held 

accountable for the epistemic violence they have caused. However, as Konaré 

(2014) writes, it is also imperative that museums are created for those whose 

histories have been marginalised, in turn, “breaking free from all cultural 

alienation and rejecting foreign concepts (p.120). It is evident now more than ever 

that we need to further disrupt authority and power over objects and cultural 

narratives.  
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Methodology 

McGregor (2019) writes “a literature review entails looking back at a body 

of writings from a period or people” (p.178). Atkins & Wallace (2012) take this 

definition one step further to include identifying current discussions and debates 

within a chosen field of study. They write: “to discuss the literature critically is 

broader than identifying strengths and weaknesses in the research…It also means 

to discuss work in the context of [one's] own study” (Atkins & Wallace, 2012 

p.71). Conducting a critical examination of existing literature enables one to 

explore both what has been written and identify the gaps that remain within 

contemporary discussions. Through the critical examination process, one must be 

prepared to raise questions and to stimulate further discussion (McGregor, 2018). 

Thus, after defining the scope of the review, I describe, explain, and justify my 

approaches to this examination of peer-reviewed articles and books (Carnwell & 

Daly 2001). 

Museums are divided into four core operational and categorical sites: 

exhibitions, collections, education, and human resources (Gray, 2015; Simon, 

2010). Each of these areas seek to streamline interpretive practises. Collecting and 

exhibiting material objects has long been integral to museology. The same is true 

of education; this, after all, is the point of exhibits. More recently, museum 

workers have also turned to the education of children, and many have attempted 

to make connections between exhibitions and school curricula. Museum 

approaches to human resources have been less scrutinised. As it stands, museums 

are staffed primarily by white bodies who decide whose stories should be told and 
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how. Additionally, museum boards and governing bodies, also mostly consisting 

of white bodies, influence the scope and outlook for their institutions.  

A preliminary reading suggests that decolonization within each area of 

focus is, however, understood and practised differently. Nevertheless, I utilise 

these four areas as a foundation around which to organise decolonial literature. I 

acknowledge that by recognizing and framing the research within the four areas of 

focus, I am participating in existing colonial systems of power. In other words, I 

am categorising and classifying the literature into arbitrary themes that have 

emerged out of a colonially based system of representing the past. While 

discussing decolonial literature, I must, therefore, frame the research within a 

colonial system of classification that itself emerges from colonialism. Thus, 

organising the research in this manner is necessary and reflects both the nature of 

museum practice and the focus of the existing literature.  

For this review, I completed a systematic collection and review of 

literature (Athanasopoulou, 2009; Snyder 2019), as it pertains to decolonizing 

museums globally. I utilised a theoretical framework focused on disciplinary and 

colonial power while organising the research into the four areas named above. It 

is worth noting that several of the articles fit into one or more of the prescribed 

areas of focus, while four of the articles did not fit neatly within any of the four 

categories. This is a reminder that decolonizing museums is a complex 

undertaking that does not fit well within established categories. Like many 

authors beginning a critical literature review, I started with the premise that I 

would draw upon scholarly literature. While this is appropriate, I acknowledge 
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that there are dangers in this route. Academia remains, in many respects, classist 

(Crew, 2020), misogynist (Shelton et al., 2018), and racist (LaLand, 2020). 

Indeed, it seems odd to seek out literature by academics to find problems and 

describe the problem of decolonization when academia is itself a colonial 

institution. Furthermore, scholarly journals have a specific framework regarding 

format and language through which they vet topics and papers. This is yet another 

layer of filtration.  

To compile a critical literature review, one must systematically search the 

available literature (McGregor, 2018). At the beginning of my search, I was 

focusing on journal articles only. During this stage, I searched for the following 

terms, both as individual words and as a combination of words: decolonization, 

museums, collections, pedagogy, education, exhibits, human resources, staffing, 

assemblage theory, post-structuralism. I found I uncovered more specific results 

by using groups of words: decolonizing museums, decolonizing museum 

education, museum exhibits, museum pedagogies, education in museums. 

However, after some time I found this method to be limiting as much 

decolonization literature was also present in book chapters. Not wanting to omit 

these key findings, I decided to expand my search to include book chapters. I also 

discovered that using the Brock University Library search engine defaulted to 

articles pertaining to Canadian Museums rather than providing me with global 

results. To correct this, I searched within journals including Curator: The Museum 

Journal, Museum Management and Curatorship, and Museums and Social Issues. 

Additionally, I was cognizant of mining each article or chapter's reference section 
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to uncover key articles, books, and book chapters that may have not shown up in 

the search engine. In some instances, I found it helpful to search specifically for 

an area such as Germany, Asia, and Africa. As the search returned results, I 

examined each of the articles and chapters for specific characteristics. These 

included:  

● Time Frame (2011 – present)  

● Written in English  

● Main focus: decolonization practises in museums  

● Key words: decolonization, museums, collections, pedagogy, education, 
exhibits, human resources, staffing  

Using these criteria ensured that I selected the most relevant literature (Carnwell 
& Daly 2001).  

After collecting my sample, I began to code each article. I organised the 

data into one of the four categories described above: exhibitions, collections, 

education, and human resources. As I noted, it was difficult to organise the 

sample neatly. Several of the articles fit into one or more of the prescribed areas 

of focus. While coding, I also asked the following questions for each source:  

1. What sort of museum is being described? 

2. In what ways does this piece of literature contribute (or not) to 
discussions of decolonizing museums?  

3. Does the literature account for one or more of the areas of focus 
(collections, exhibitions, education, human resources)?  

4. Is there any information presented that is missing and/or problematic 
within the literature? 
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Findings 

The results of my analysis prove to be varied (See Table 1, Table 2, & 

Table 3). The first thing to note is scale. Scholars focusing solely on national level 

institutions accounted for 47.25% of the data (See Table 1). On the other hand, 

articles describing community museums accounted for only 11% of the sample. A 

second find suggests that much has been written about decolonizing exhibitions 

and collections while education - as separate from exhibits - and human resources 

are not widely discussed within the literature. As demonstrated by Table 2, most 

authors focused on decolonizing exhibits, (44.23% of mentions fell into this 

category). Authors discussing decolonizing collections made up 25% of the 

sample. Author mentions of decolonizing education made up only 14.42% of 

sample discussion. Finally, decolonizing human resources was discussed in 

16.34% of the sample. It is also important to note that 21.25% of the total data 

contained referenced to more than one category - the most numerous being 

exhibits and education discussed in tandem accounted for 5% of the data.   

Table 1. Types of Museums Mentioned in Data  

Type of 
Museum  National  Regional  Community Private Multiple 

Types 
Not 

Stated  Undetermined Total  

Number of 
Mentions  43 18 10 1 6 9 4 91 

Percentage 47.25 19.78 11 1 60.60 9.90 4.40 100 

Table 2. Number of Mentions for each Museum Category in Data  

Category 
Code Exhibits Collections Education Human 

Resources Total  

Number of 46 26 15 17 104 
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Mentions  

Percentage 44.23 25 14.42 16.34 100 
 

I further coded the literature based on the location in which the article 

discusses (See Table 3). Not surprisingly 36.14% of the literature focuses on 

North America; However, only 1 of the 30 articles in this category discussed 

decolonizing practices in Mexico. Another 24.09% of the mentions focused on 

museums in Europe. Museums in Africa accounted for only 12.05% of the data 

collected. Museums in Oceania, South America, and Asia combined accounted for 

10.84% of the data reviewed. Lastly, there were articles that took a global 

perspective to decolonizing practices. This data accounted for 15.66% of the total 

sample.   

Table 3. Location of Museums in Data  

Place  North 
America Europe Africa Oceania  Asia  South 

America Global  Not 
Stated 

Tota
l 

Number of 
Mentions  30 20 10 5 3 1 13 1 83 

Percentage 36.14 24.09 12.05 6.02 3.61 1.20 15.66 1.20 100 
 

I now move on to discuss the findings in more detail.  

Decolonizing Exhibitions  

The Mutare Museum in Zimbabwe (one of four national museums in 

Africa) has been criticised for its high entrance fees, outdated exhibitions, and 

inadequate collections storage facilities (Chiwara & Chipangura, 2018; 
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Chipangura, 2020). More specifically Chipangura & Chiripanhura (2017) argue 

that the exhibition of Jindwi traditional drums at the Mutare Museum represented 

the worst of colonial relationships. They write that the traditional drums were 

forcibly removed from the Jindwi community in Zimunya (Chipangura & 

Chiripanhura, 2017). Ironically, and though the drums were stolen and featured in 

the museum, the African songs to which they were played were, “banned during 

the colonial era as they were used together with African drums to stir 

insurrections, rebellions and resistance to colonial subjugation” (p.219). 

Chipangura & Chiripanhura (2017) contend that:  

The museum was overwhelmingly used as an institution to propagate the 
colonial ethnographic gaze, in a context where ethnography and 
anthropology were used to buttress colonialism, contrary to the socio-
cultural histories of the objects which hinged on certain African 
community values and beliefs (p.219-220).  
 

So how is it that museum staff see fit to prominently display the stolen goods? 

Arguably, it is because coloniality is so deeply rooted within the museum, the 

displaying of objects, no matter how they are acquired, is still considered sound 

practice.  

 My sample suggests that there are six recurring themes regarding 

decolonizing exhibitions. They are: collaboration, responsibility, community, 

social justice, activism, and recognition of BIPOC narratives. Table 4 outlines the 

number of mentions out of the 46 samples that pertain to each theme. Some 

mentions were discussed in more than one source. Of the 46 samples, 2 did not 
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fall into any of the prescribed themes. The sample suggests that authors tended to 

discuss collaborative curation practises and community participation (these 

categories accounted for 50.90% of the total mentions). Social justice initiatives 

and recognition of BIPOC narratives are not as widely discussed (collectively this 

accounted for 21.42% of the total mentions).  

Table 4. Themes of Decolonizing Exhibitions.  

Theme Collaboration Responsibility Community Social 
Justice Activism BIPOC 

Recognition Total  

Number of 
Mentions  27 15 30 11 16 13 112 

Percentage 24.11 13.39 26.79 9.82 14.29 11.61 100 
 

Though museums have evolved to become the site of collection, history, 

and memory, it is equally “a space of imagination” as guests meet exhibits 

(Hetherington, 2011 p.459; Hankivsky & Dhamoon, 2013). Through its carefully 

curated texts and objects, museum spaces carry on traditions first established in 

the nineteenth century; they continue to be spaces of discovery and new 

imaginings (Foucault, 1967). However, museums, and despite claims to the 

contrary, still serve as sites of entertainment while simultaneously creating and 

shaping cultural imaginings and knowledge. Exhibitions are much like a mirror 

ball in that they seek to capture and hold the visitor's attention. Exhibits are 

usually crafted by curators who visitors understand to be experts, “with regard to 

visual culture and taste” (George, 2015 p.4).  
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The first thing that supports an exhibition is a story or a narrative. Indeed, 

storytelling is the cornerstone for any exhibition (Anderson M., 2019; Blunden, 

2020; King et al., 2021; Piehl, 2020). Storytelling also needs to be immersive, 

entertaining, and thought provoking. Museums are, after all, in the business of 

acquiring visitors, and more visitors means more revenue. To have exhibitions be 

effective storytellers, museums utilise various, “modes and media including 

artefacts, still and moving image, written and spoken text, built form, gesture, 

movement” and so on (Blunden, 2020 p.46). In addition, exhibit developers may 

use things like directional signs, exhibition titles, wall graphics, text panels, and 

object labels including the ever present, “Please Do Not Touch” signage (Piehl, 

2020). This “traditional” manner of exhibition has been transformed to include 

other contemporary performative technologies. The COVID-19 pandemic, for 

example, has forced museums to rapidly change the way in which they engage 

people by moving resources and services online (King et al., 2021). Despite 

technological advancements, most exhibitions continue to rely heavily on the 

relationship between visitor and objects (Blunden, 2020).  

This framework is so deeply rooted within the museological foundation 

that it is impossible to imagine the museum devoid of this relationship. As 

Blunden (2020) suggests, however, its foundational importance remains largely 

unacknowledged. Blunden (2020) further examines the meaning-making practices 

that occur around a displayed artefact, labelled text, and visitor. They write that 

there is “little evidence to show what exactly all the words bring to the experience 
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of looking” (Blunden, 2020 p.46). In other words, we might ask: how do visitors 

understand the objects and the museum generally through semiotics of texts? But, 

we might ask, what is an exhibition? The literature in my sample, for instance, did 

not offer a working definition of what an exhibit is. Yet they discuss installations, 

displays, audio-visual text, or narratives. It seems as though the idea of an exhibit 

is so deeply ingrained, it is assumed that readers should just know. This is 

important because it also demonstrates the idea of an exhibition remains 

uncontested.  

This accepted take on exhibitions often conflicts with decolonial practices. 

Presenting and interpreting difficult histories should not be entertainment (Rose, 

2016). Rectanus (2020) cites scholar Glen Lowry as stating “a museum is not a 

building, and it's not a collection, and it's not the people who go there. A museum 

is an idea” (Lowry, 2014 quoted in Rectanus, 2020 p.27). The solution is clear, we 

must challenge long-standing truth claims upheld by museums’ exhibitions and 

seek to address the colonial museological practices that continue to be performed 

within and around the cultural-heritage sector.  

Museums are negotiated spaces (Hetherington, 2011) wherein visitors, 

educators, and curators play a vital role in the creation and perpetuation of certain 

histories. Decolonization in museums seeks to disrupt this and give subaltern 

voices room to speak (Spivak, 1988). To decolonize, curators must acknowledge 

the power imbalances inherent in museum exhibits and consciously face the 
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legacies of colonialism while making space for shameful, marginalised, and 

difficult histories (Green, 2019).  

The exhibiting of the Lang Collection at Queen’s University in Kingston, 

Ontario, Canada is an example of successfully implemented decolonization 

practises. Beginning in 2016, Marc Epprecht and Allison Goebel, professors at 

Queen’s University specialising in African studies, were invited to guest curate 

the 2016–2018 exhibition (Goebel & Epprecht, 2020). The curators chose to build 

the exhibit around a community-based model. They encouraged those who are 

part of the African and diasporic communities residing in and around the 

university to respond to pieces within the Justin and Elisabeth Lang Collection of 

African Art (Goebel & Epprecht, 2020). A committee - who were appointed to 

ensure that it had sound pedagogical practices - led the development of the 

exhibit. Decolonization of the process was clearly the goal. The curators and 

organisers willingly shared power with individuals who identified as part of the 

targeted communities to lead committee decisions. Moreover, this approach to 

colonial histories fuelled a “counter-narrative building” (Gianolla, Raggi & 

Querol, 2022 p.82). In other words, merely retelling historical narratives is not 

enough. Instead, museum exhibits must offer reinterpretation and reimagining of 

colonised objects and the spaces in which they appear. As was the case with 

Queen’s University, marginalised peoples can be given power to reclaim 

historiography around exhibition of cultural objects.  
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Building on their work of the Mutare Museum, Chipangura & 

Chiripanhura (2020), in contrast, examine the Marange Community Museum. The 

scholars conclude that because of the museum’s “community driven curatorship” 

(p.54) Indigenous epistemologies and ontologies are prominent within the 

exhibition framework. This co-curatorship amongst the community dismantles 

colonial understandings of the “expert”, thus creating a flat ontological curator 

complement. In contrast, the national Mutare Museum maintains “a colonial 

curatorial practice that is collection-oriented” (Chipangura & Chiripanhura, 2020 

p.56). Despite the national Mutare Museum receiving greater recognition, the 

Marange Community Museum is demonstrating the success of prioritising 

Indigenous knowledge systems. 

Even with changes in exhibits, Gianolla, Raggi, & Querol (2022) claim 

that we need to decolonize the way in which we look at objects and subjects in the 

exhibition space. Put simply, we need to decolonize sight. By this, they mean that 

we need to decolonize “the way we build the images we see” (p.89). For example, 

we understand the object-subject-visitor relationships because of our social and 

inherited way of seeing. This, however, understands “[things, people, narratives] 

are produced to be seen as meaningful” but their original significance may have 

been commonplace (Gianolla, Raggi, & Querol, 2022 p.90). Gianolla, Raggi, & 

Querol (2022) claim that for People of Colour, “an object of everyday use, can be 

aesthetically produced as a cultural artefact deserving to be exhibited in a museum 

in Europe. This approach illustrates the musealization of people and cultures” 
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(p.90). Therefore, people, objects, and cultures can be presented out of context 

and co-opted into being unethically displayed.  

Similarly, Weltman-Cisneros (2020) understands the need to reframe the 

way in which objects are exhibited; we need to identify the distinction between 

“objecthood” and “subjecthood”. Weltman-Cisneros’ (2020) research is built 

around distinctive methodology of engaging exhibits as cartography. In other 

words, Weltman-Cisneros (2020) contends we can engage exhibitions as maps. 

The authors suggest that exhibitions,  

draw boundaries that define and locate particular cultural and historical 
genealogies and that map strategic trajectories of our past and present. 
And it is this particular function of the museum as a cartographic tool that 
establishes relationships between objects and a carefully selected 
narratives that forge a strategic historical and cultural memory that aligns 
with a particular socio-historical and cultural construction of an imagined 
community (Weltman-Cisneros, 2020 p.81) 
 

In this regard, exhibitions are a cartographic tool. Through this approach one can 

see the visible power and control over the objects because boundaries are created, 

enforced, and defined. Even though museum exhibitions have been transitioning 

from products to processes in the last two decades, decolonizing exhibitions 

remains superficial (Tolia-Kelly & Raymond, 2019). 

Decolonizing museum exhibits also may feature counter-displays. In 1987 

at the Museum of Man in San Diego, California, Indigenous artist James Luna 

(Luiseño), utilised his body as an artefact to bring light to the objectification of 

the Indigenous body (Fear-Segal & Tillett, 2013). Their work titled Artefact Piece 

had Luna “[Laying] face-up, near-naked, and motionless in a glass exhibition 

case, Luna invited inspection of the apparently-dead Indian body at close range” 
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(Fear-Segal & Tillett, 2013 p.33). In an adjacent two cases, Luna displayed 

personal documents including divorce papers, photographs, and cassettes. Luna’s 

piece was exhibited for several days alongside an exhibit on the Indigenous 

Kumeyaay peoples. To shock visitors, Luna would occasionally step out of the 

case and wander around the museum (Fear-Segal & Tillett, 2013). Reading about 

this performative exhibit thirty-five years later gives power and voice to 

Indigenous peoples and makes one think about the colonial violence upon the 

body. Equally, it makes one think about the objectification of personhood and 

identity.  

In 2010, for example, The Vienna Ethnology Museum in Austria was the 

first site to host a performative exhibit titled Exhibit B. Its curators and directors 

intended the performance to respond to the racist and colonial Human Zoos of the 

nineteenth century (Purkayastha, 2019). At Exhibit B,  

…spectators walk[ed] through a room in which [B]lack actors are 
displayed on plinths, some semi-naked, but the tableaux vivants they stand 
in depict the evils of the colonial era, including four singing “severed” 
heads. There are also exhibits depicting modern-day asylum-seekers, with 
the refugees described as in the accompanying text as “found objects (The 
Guardian, 2014) 
 

Despite its attempt to critique the Human Zoos, Exhibit B was met with criticism 

about its ethics and the display of Black bodies. Critics questioned the 

performance and its “violent forms of pedagogy” (Purkayastha, 2019 p.224). In 

addition, critics also raised questions about BIPOC peoples being perceived as 

objects rather than subjects of history. I understand the white director of the 

performance (Sieg, 2015) wanted to confront the legacy of colonialism. However, 
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it is important to confront the past rather than simply to recreate it in a different 

time. Sieg (2021) writes “If museums are to function as agonistic spaces of 

debate, it is crucial to evaluate the efforts of curators to deconstruct the imperial 

gaze at the non-European world, tell hard truths, and devise inclusive narratives” 

(p.10). In the case of Exhibit B, the “gaze” continued to be on Black bodies rather 

than visitors being forced to confront their active participation in colonialism. The 

touring exhibit was cancelled in 2014 at the Barbican Centre in London, England 

after social media backlash and protests rightfully encouraged people to boycott 

the event.  

Successfully decolonized exhibits, then, require greater involvement with 

Indigenous peoples and communities beyond merely “consultation” (Anderson, 

2019); they require museums to commit to social change and to advocate on 

behalf of marginalised peoples. Cole & Brooks (2017) examine two exhibitions in 

the First Australians Galleries at the National Museum of Australia from the 

curator’s perspective. More specifically, they seek to understand the approaches 

curators take to represent ethically and morally the voices of community 

members. After conducting interviews with two curators, they conclude that to be 

successful “change agents” curators must disrupt the traditional “meaning-

making” processes in museums. However informative this might have been, I 

wonder what different conclusions would have been presented if the authors had 

decided to interview the local Indigenous Australian and Torres Strait Islander 

peoples about the exhibit. I argue that the decision to interview curators 



48 

perpetuates hierarchical ontologies of “experts” and hinders decolonization 

practices.  

I similarly critique Jahnsen’s (2019) work in analysing the exhibits 

Typical at the Intercultural Museum and FOLK: from radical types of DNA 

sequences at the Norwegian Museum of Science and Technology. Typical is a 

permanent exhibition that explores the concept of prejudice, its consequences of 

prejudice and how we can stop it (Jahnsen, 2019). From reading the exhibit's 

description it is clear that the exhibit was created to inform white people about the 

violent effects of racism and prejudice. The travelling exhibit FOLK “explored 

how racial sciences from the Enlightenment until the present have identified and 

valuated biological similarities and differences between humans and how this 

research has been shaped alongside changing social ideas on race, identity, and 

belonging” (Jahnsen, 2019 p.17). Jahnsen (2019) utilises the methodology of “the 

museum as text” to “read '' the exhibition's elements to draw conclusions. 

Additionally, Jahnsen (2019) interviews producers to understand its contexts. 

Given this type of methodological approach to the research, I suggest that this is 

like the work of Cole & Brooks (2017). I wonder how different the findings 

would have been presented if Jahnsen (2019) chose to interview museum 

attendees who are Black, Indigenous or People of Colour. I assume they may have 

had a different frame of reference for which to critique the exhibitions. This 

highlights a problem within the decolonization literature. That is, scholars still 

resort to gathering information from people in positions of power at museums 
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rather than giving attention and credibility to visitors and people beyond the 

museum walls. Perhaps we need a greater understanding of who is visiting the 

museum, for what purpose, and who it is that the museum leaves behind?  

Only time will tell if the curatorial process ever will be radical and if 

curators will ever disrupt museum space. The above examples suggest that 

curators, visitors, and activists are actively engaged within contemporary 

historical debates and are thinking about these important discussions. Tolia-Kelly 

& Raymond (2019) write: “as visitors to museum exhibitions, the audience is 

unconsciously co-opted into a ‘way of seeing’” (p.3). The visitor, as much as 

museum staff, must approach the historical understanding of decolonization with 

an open mind. Museums are no longer merely spaces of entertainment and 

colonial fantasy, rather must become spaces that can start social and cultural 

change.  

There is an important distinction between objects displayed within 

exhibitionary space and objects housed within a collection storage space. The 

collection storage is accessible only to employees, volunteers and in special 

circumstances, researchers. Objects are carefully selected from the storage space 

to stage exhibitions. Understanding this spatial distinction is important because 

there are many objects that are never exhibited. Such objects are considered 

important enough to keep, but somehow unworthy, unethical, or impractical to 

display (Woodham et al., 2020). The existence of these specific collections raises 

questions about access and the deliberate silencing of certain histories. Who has 
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the authority to access museum collections? And in what ways can the visitor feel 

empowered to question how, why and what narratives are being exhibited (Brown 

& Davis-Brown, 1998)? 

Decolonizing Collections  

When speaking of museums’ collections, one generally refers to the 

artefacts a museum has gathered over time. These may have been bought, stolen, 

bequeathed, or donated. Often mismatched or unconnected, these objects tend to 

be acquired for their aesthetics, oddities, or rarity that make them unique and, 

therefore, collectable. They must also fit the museum’s mandate (Thomspon & 

Birkhead, 2020). Once it is decided that an object is to become part of the 

collection, it is formally accepted as having become that institution's property; this 

is called accessioning (Malaro, 1985). Through the accessioning process the 

object is given a unique number signifying donation year, donation number for the 

year, and a unique object number within that donation (Malaro, 1985). Objects, 

once accessioned, are handled by museum staff often using a pair of cotton gloves 

(Goebel & Epprecht, 2022). Artefacts within collections tend to be classified into 

six prominent categories: archeology, art, heritage properties, history collections, 

military collections, and natural science collections (Campbell & Baars, 2019). 

For the purposes of decolonization, this level of intricate categorisation creates an 

impasse for museums; they will have to commit to unlearning colonial collections 

management systems. 
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What is a museum without its collection? In 2000, French curator 

Françoise Vergès (2014) tried to answer this question by proposing a 

“postcolonial museum” named the Maison des Civilisations et de l’Unité 

Réunionnaise (MCUR). The museum was to be established in the former French 

colony in the Indian Ocean, Réunion Island. This museum would have no objects. 

It would however have exhibition spaces like a western model but would 

simultaneously critique the same model. Instead, Vergès’ hope was that visitors 

would understand that “the absence of material objects through which to visualise 

the lives of the oppressed, the migrants, the marginal would be confronted” 

(p.26). Vergès (2014) further states that the museum team “would not seek to fill 

up a voice, to compensate for the absence, we would work from the absence, 

embracing it fully, for we understood that this absence was paradoxically 

affirming a presence” (p.26). In other words, Vergès sought to create museum 

space to remember those who have been erased from the historical record even if 

it is not full of material goods. Unfortunately, the project failed. This “failure” 

speaks to people's desire to see and understand things. I argue that perhaps the 

MCUR was too forward thinking for its time.  

Collecting is problematic on many fronts. First, museums are predicated 

on the assumption that the past is a commodity. Brown and Davis-Brown (1998) 

suggest that capitalism and industrialization gave rise to this line of thinking. It 

raises questions about privatisation and public memory and the overall worth, 

value, and importance ascribed to certain objects but not to others. Second, as 

Burgess (2021) writes: “The best work in the history of collecting demonstrates 
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that this process is not only technical, but also political and ideological, loaded 

with preconceptions about how we understand the world and how we enable 

objects to tell their stories” (p.108). Looking at museum collections we gain 

further insight into how narratives are shaped and thereby shape our world 

making practices. In this section, I seek to understand the role of decolonization 

within museum collections. What does decolonizing collections look like? And 

what are some unlearning practises history workers are taking to shift our 

understanding of the centuries long tradition of “collecting”?  

The data pertaining to decolonizing collections highlighted four key 

themes (see Table 5). They are: decolonizing collections management software, 

repatriation, deaccessioning, and the importance of access to collections. Of the 

data sampled, 69% mention the importance of repatriation. Surprisingly, despite 

deaccessioning being part of the repatriation process, only 2 mentions appeared in 

the data sampled. Furthermore, 12 mentions suggested the importance of access to 

objects when decolonizing collections (this accounted for 35.29% of the total). Of 

those sources sampled, 5 did not fall into one of the four categories.  

Table 5. Themes of Decolonizing Collections  

Themes 
Decolonizing 
Collections 

Management Software 
Repatriation  Deaccessioning 

Importance of 
Access to 

Collections 
Total 

Number of 
Mentions  2 18 2 12 34 

Percentage 5.88 69 5.88 35.29 100 
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Objects selected for collection are labelled more or less valuable in 

relation to other objects even before they are added to the collection. It is 

common, therefore, for museums to hire external appraisers for objects that are to 

be accessioned as part of the collection. Once an object is acquired it becomes 

subject to a series of examinations during which they are classified, categorised, 

and placed in storage (Colwell, 2015). Objects take on new arbitrary meanings 

and values as they become subjects in and of themselves (Attia, 2018). Museum 

objects are subjected to colonial classification schemes that include the use of 

accession numbers, location codes, and pre-existing database classifications using 

western scientific terminology (Doering, 2020; Green, 2019). Similarly, Doering 

(2020) notes most North American museums utilise Nomenclature for Museum 

Cataloging 4.0 “this classification system, however, provides a limited, 

Eurocentric way of knowing material culture” (p.492). Using such prescribed 

database categorization fields, museum employees subscribe to, and maintain, 

colonial epistemologies.  

Decolonizing museum collections is complex. Arainikasih & Hafnidar 

(2018) acknowledge that “decolonizing looks different depending on whether a 

country was colonised or was a coloniser” (p.106). This distinction impacts 

whether items are deaccessioned and repatriated or if objects need to be 

(re)evaluated through a subaltern lens (Spivak, 1988). In other words, this means 

the object requires voice and agency outside of the colonial ways of seeing. As 

Ross (2022) notes, most artefacts were not made and crafted to last forever 

despite museums “fierce commandment to preserve a selective version of the 
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past” (p.20). Ross (2022) further claims that, “those who want arts and culture to 

live among us, as part of a commons, need to insist on alternative values; art is 

most cherished when it circulates in our daily lives, and, like us, it passes away, 

and that is okay” (p.24). Yet, many of us are under the impression that because an 

object is housed within a museum collection it is somehow inherently valuable in 

some respect.  

Museum staff impose a further vertical ontology of value onto objects 

through varying classification systems. Arguably, this framework is a result of 

disciplinary power serving as “an art of rank” (Foucault, 1979 p.146). Because of 

their claims to authority and because of their location within dominant discourses, 

museum staff recreate and reinforce wider discursive ranking of the colonial 

world. For example, some “African objects at the Royal Museum for Central 

Africa…are kept aside from other objects in the collection (Attia, 2018 p.29). In 

fact, these objects are not even located in the museum’s database as they are 

classified as “inadequate because they could not be categorised” (Attia, 2018 

p.29). Yet, the African objects continue to be deemed significant enough to take 

up space within the collection. The objects that closely resemble “western” like 

objects, or easily recognizable, are categorised. Honey pots and bowls are good 

examples of this. Objects that fail to meet the minimum requirements are shelved 

and sometimes forgotten. Given this, it is surprising that only 2 of the 34 total 

mentions referring to collections argued for the need to decolonize museum 

database systems (Doering, 2020; McCarthy, 2019).  
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In one of these articles, McCarthy describes the Museum of New Zealand 

Te Papa Tongarewa (McCarthy et al., 2013). McCarthy (2019) notes that the 

collection database “has been adapted to Māori language and culture. The 

interface is ubiquitous but the taonga [treasures] are described using Māori words 

and concepts” (p.37). While working within colonial systems of classification, 

Māori peoples can make themselves known within colonial systems of power. 

This research extends beyond the physical object and gives merit and value to the 

stories behind the object, the intangible cultural heritage.  One of the key themes, 

however, emerging from the sample is the repatriation of objects.  

Repatriation 

Through colonisation, many cultural objects were stolen and exported 

across borders, leading many nations to suffer, “cultural material loss through 

conquest, plunder, and so-called scientific collections through anthropological and 

ethnological missions” (Abungu, 2018 p.66). This international movement of 

objects established “art rich” nations and consequently “art poor” nations (Malaro, 

1985); both parties have differing perspectives on who is the rightful owner of 

said property. As Malaro (1985) writes: “the former comprise of those countries 

that now see much of their cultural properties located outside their borders, or in 

danger of being exported, and the latter are composed of countries that house or 

seek these cultural properties” (p.71). The crossing of cultural, social, and 

geographical barriers is important when thinking about the life of an object. Hicks 

(2020) writes that objects taken out of their original context and accessioned into 

a museum, “represents another layer added to the life course of a thing; it creates 
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new values, coherences, social links and cultural meanings” (p.26). When an 

object is removed from its place of origin, immediately objects take on a new life 

and new meanings. Similarly,  Vawda (2019) argues that,  “The very act of taking 

an object, storing it in a collection, recording its provenance and other details, and 

recontextualising it as a ‘representation’ of the ‘Other’, however generous to its 

social and cultural milieu, would be following Spivak and Galván-Álvarez, an act 

of ‘epistemic violence’” (p.75). Vawda (2019) also claims that the inaction around 

repatriating objects, “(i) Legitimises colonial conquests and (ii) Place the people 

represented by the objects in inferior, unequal positions that are racially or 

ethnically stereotypical and (iii) ‘Others’ them from both the colonial power and 

other colonised people” (p.72).  

In 1970, UNESCO, under the umbrella of the United Nations, established 

a convention prohibiting countries from illegally obtaining cultural and heritage 

property (UNESCO, 2020). This was important. However, this does not address 

the vast collections of objects and human remains museums continue to possess. 

Repatriation refers to the returning of cultural objects to the community place of 

origin (Malaro, 1985). Of the 34 mentions of decolonizing collections, 18 of those 

mentions highlight the importance of repatriation as part of the decolonization 

process. Whittington (2022) identifies “the way in which museums respond to the 

demands of Indigenous peoples for the repatriation of their material cultural 

heritage and their ancestors’ human remains is a touchstone of decolonization” 

(p.252). Despite calls for repatriation, human remains continue to be part of many 

museum collections (Martinez et al., 2014). Repatriation is a crucial component to 
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decolonizing museum collections, as it requires museums to relinquish their 

authority over the past as well as over the cultural objects and human remains 

they continue to harbour (Tuck & Yang, 2012). Repatriating an object also means 

the museum is taking an active social justice approach to its collections.  

Repatriation also includes acknowledging the dehumanising consequences 

of long-standing museum collecting practices. This includes the “skull wars” of 

the late 1800s, whereby museums competed to collect the most human skulls 

(Thomas, 2016). Harvard University and the University of Pennsylvania have 

recently publicly acknowledged that their respective collections contain the 

human remains of Black slaves that were collected as far back as the eighteenth 

century. Just last year, the institutions announced their inquiry into the repatriation 

of Black bodies (Justinvil & Colwell, 2021).  

The repatriation of cultural objects and human remains is not a 

straightforward procedure. Part of the bureaucratic process of repatriation is 

deaccessioning an object from the museum collection. Deaccessioning is a 

process whereby items are systematically removed from a museum’s collection 

inventory and relocated (Malaro, 1985; Vecco & Piazzai, 2015). Through the 

process of deaccessioning a museum relinquishes its power of ownership. It is 

worth noting that there are some instances where the objects are deaccessioned, 

but remain in the museum’s collection to be used for props or for the education 

department. They also may be simply forgotten. Despite claims of a “crisis of 

space” (Brusius & Singh, 2018 p.232), museums can be reluctant to let go of 

pieces from their collections. Moreover, these many objects sit in storage and 
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require at least a minimum of care, which, in turn, is costly (Woodham et al., 

2020). Many objects are what Woodham et al., (2020) categorises as “unloved” 

museum objects; that is, they are objects that are housed within the collection, but 

will never be exhibited.  

Even after a decision to repatriate has been made, there are documents that 

need to be written, policies to review and only after the museum has deemed it 

necessary, are the objects to be returned, (re)classified, or (re)displayed (Miller, 

2018). This is the case at the Museum of Vancouver; the repatriation process 

requires approval by the collections committee, a motion from the board, and 

finally approval by the same board (Miller, 2018). While repatriation is a practice 

of decolonization it continues, as currently practised, to reverberate with colonial 

discourse. Requirements such as the varying administrative hoops and the need 

for a committee’s approval appear to direct decisions concerning the original 

owner’s claim to an object. As Goodwin (2020) points out, there is no 

repercussion or penalty for a museum - regardless of what type - if a request for 

repatriation is refused. In fact, Goodwin (2020) goes as far to state that legally the 

British Museum cannot repatriate objects because the ownership rests in the 

Board of Trustees and is dependent on the “British charitable trust law” (p.161).  

Some institutions have resorted to “visual repatriation” and “virtual 

repatriation”. These terms suggest that an institution relinquishes scanned images 

of visual culture, while retaining the original object (Buijs, 2016; Zawadski, 

2018). As Buijs (2016) notes, this method enables the communities in which the 

objects originated to have access to important aspects of their culture and identity. 
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In addition to the visual material being readily accessible online, remote 

Indigenous communities were given laptops and free website access. This form of 

repatriation enables the communities to have access while the original physical 

copies are preserved and stored in “appropriate” conditions. In contrast to Buijs 

(2016), Lenzerini (2017) writes: “repatriation only works for tangible movable 

objects” (p.130). In addition, Colwell (2015) argues that in many cases of visual 

repatriation, few museums have “proactively consulted with source communities 

about how to appropriately make collections publicly accessible online” (p.269). 

This failure to consult with communities highlights further questions of ownership 

pertaining to intellectual property rights, copyright, and, “the appropriateness of 

photographing sacred objects” (Colwell, 2015 p.269). While it seems 

advantageous to promote digital access to certain objects, I agree with Colwell 

(2015) and Lenzerini (2017), that through visual repatriation methods, the 

museum still holds authority and power over the original object.  

Decolonizing Education  

Despite recent controversies, people seem to inherently trust museums 

(Brown, 2019; Friesen, Muise & Northrup, 2009). Museums are tasked with 

educating people as per their mandates and with “safeguarding cultural heritage” 

(Aman, 2018 p.29). Like collections, museum education is predicated on the idea 

that it is preserving and representing valuable information. In the sample there 

were two distinct threads concerning museum education. First, some authors 

require that education content offered by the museum, as an institution, be 
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decolonized. This includes public programming and community engagement 

activities for people of all ages, among them are lectures, tours, symposiums, and 

workshops. For the purpose of this MRP, I refer to this as “Community Education 

and Interpretation” (Gilbert, 2016; Onuoha, 2019; Robinson, 2020). This type of 

museum education accounted for 11 of the 15 total mentions of decolonizing 

museum education in the literature (73.33% of total mentions). Second, other 

authors suggest instead that decolonization needs to focus on the education of 

“Museum professionals” (Carter & Macias-Valadez, 2016; Mensch, 2011). These 

authors believe that the expectation that one can only become an “expert” if they 

successfully graduate from a museum or related program needs rethinking. To 

distinguish from the aforementioned form of education, I call this “Museum 

‘Professional’ Education”. This type of museum education accounted for 4 of the 

15 total mentions of decolonizing museum education in the literature (36.36% of 

total mentions).  

Six themes emerge from the 15 total mentions of decolonizing education 

(See Table 6): the importance of history makers, language, interpretation, 

emotional engagement, outreach, and public programming. The importance of 

history makers and interpretation garnered the highest number of mentions 

(collectively representing 48.88% of total mentions). Language and outreach, on 

the other hand, produced the least number of mentions within the data sample. 

This is surprising because decolonizing education seeks to foster greater 

accessibility. This is put into practise by using different languages and by 
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engaging with visitors outside of the museum's physical structure. Unsurprisingly, 

emotional engagement ranked lower on the number of mentions. This suggests 

that museum education remains stoic and objective rather than emotional.  

Table 6. Themes in Decolonizing Education 

Theme  
Importance 
of History 

Makers  
Language  Interpretation Emotional 

Engagement Outreach Public 
Programming Total  

Number of 
Mentions  11 4 11 5 5 9 45 

Percentage 24.44 8.89 24.44 1.11 1.11 20.0 100 

Community education and interpretation 

The literature demonstrates some inconsistencies as to what constitutes 

museum education. Table 7 outlines what authors in the sample understand it to 

be. Some scholars consider exhibition text part of museum education. Others 

identify educational programming offered in museums as separate from 

exhibitions; it is a department unto itself with its own pedagogical practices. 

Lastly, some scholars acknowledge a hybrid version of the two. In fact, they 

would argue that understanding exhibitions and museum education separately 

serves as an analytical tool rather than something that occurs. West (2019) points 

out that interpretive practises are often thought to be synonymous with education. 

Indeed, the links between exhibits and education seems obvious. Examples of 

these connections include the ready presence of docents / guides, the availability 

of tours, and workshops, and institutional outreach to communities.  
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Table 7. What constitutes Museum Education?  

Type of 
Education  

Education separate 
from Exhibit Text  

Education as part of Exhibit 
Text and Programming Unspecified Total 

Number of 
Mentions  6 4 1 11 

Percentage 54.54 36.37 9.10 100 
 

The process of developing historical narratives is what Frisch (1981) 

refers to as “history making.” In other words, they identify particular agendas or 

objectives as the motivation behind the production of specific historical 

knowledge. Jelin (2003), similarly concludes that memory makers are actually 

“memory entrepreneurs” in that they are packaging and “selling” a narrative 

(p.33). Within the museological framework, these memory makers / entrepreneurs 

categorise objects, sanction space, and provide the frame that dominate narratives. 

The way in which these dominant narratives are presented to visitors is what 

Colwell (2015) refers to as “pedagogies of colonialism”, or, in other words the 

propagation of colonial knowledge.   

Decolonizing education, inside and outside of the museum, is imperative. 

Indigenous scholar Tuhiwai Smith (2012) addresses the struggle for self-

determination for Indigenous peoples within the context of language and 

education. They write: “Every issue has been approached by Indigenous peoples 

with a view to rewriting and rewriting our position in history. Indigenous peoples 

want to tell our own stories, write our own versions, in our own ways, for our own 
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purposes” (p.71-72). Tuhiwai Smith (2012) comments on how information is 

presented and by whom. While Tuhiwai Smith (2012) does not go into detail 

regarding decolonizing museum education, it is evident that education, in all its 

forms, is specifically constructed with a colonial mindset and “Indigenous voices 

have been overwhelmingly silenced” (p.72). They go on to write: “The 

organization of school knowledge, the hidden curriculum and the representation 

of difference in texts and school practices all contain discourses which have 

serious implications for Indigenous students as well as for other minority ethnic 

groups” (Tuhiwai Smith, 2012 p.46). As the literature demonstrates, western 

imperialist discourse still has a strong foothold within education systems and 

practices.  

Decolonizing museum education also requires a decolonizing of human 

minds (Labadi, 2018) or, in other words, how we come to know what we know. 

This includes decolonizing the researcher, pedagogical practices, knowledge, 

language, and where and how we tell stories. To start, language is an important 

tool for museums in transmitting knowledge (Johnson, 2016). Language, 

however, has the power to exclude and include certain visitors, researchers, and 

histories. The problem is that the majority of museological text is in the national 

language in which a museum is located (Labadi, 2018). Arguably, part of 

decolonizing museum education is making educational resources and text 

available in multiple languages, and particularly in those of peoples marginalised 

by colonialism.  
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Decolonizing museums also requires one to think about diversifying 

program participation. Fostering social inclusion is necessary and can be 

accomplished by partnering with local groups including prisons, schools, 

migrants, and refugees (Brown, 2019; Ho Schar, 2020; Ünsal, 2019). Ünsal 

(2019) writes: “In 2016, the Network of European Museum Organizations issued 

a list of museums in Europe that have engaged in programming for and with 

refugees over the previous years” (p.599). However, it is crucial that 

programming for marginalised peoples be carefully crafted because it has the 

potential to render, “migrants and refugees into objects of display, to be gazed at 

from a safe distance by museum publics” (Ünsal, 2019 p.600). Overall, the hope 

is that this inclusionary practice encourages co-curation while bringing new 

voices into the museum space. In this way museums can become sites of activism 

and can take a stance on relevant socio-political issues for justice (Anderson, 

2020; Anderson & Mileham, 2020; Brown, 2019; Drake et al., 2019; Ünsal, 

2019). Mensch (2011) goes so far as to write that it is museums' social 

responsibility to be ethical in all aspects of operations. Arguably, part of the 

museum's ethical responsibility requires one to become an activist space 

advocating on behalf of those who have been pushed to the periphery.  

The sample provided glimpses into how these practices are working out. 

For example, Onuoha (2019) engaged the National Museum in Abuja, the 

National Museum of Lagos, and the National Museum of Unity to explore 

decolonization practices in public programming. Onuoha (2019) argues that 
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unavailable museum space or lack of museum collection should not be a deterrent 

for programs to be offered to the community. For example, in 2018, museum staff 

took a program titled “Skills Acquisition for Internally Displaced Persons” out 

into the community (Onuoha, 2019). This program, carried out at the Luvu camp 

in Mararaba, enabled “education officers from the museum [to] train over 400 

participants in various trades, such as bead making; production of soap, 

disinfectants, air fresheners; knitting; and others” (p.112). Programs such as this, 

challenges museum staff to think beyond traditional methods of museological 

education.  

There is just one article that focused on the importance of recognizing the 

LGBTQ2IA+ community within museum education. Gracio et al., (2020) utilise 

the Berardo Collection Museum in Portugal to highlight the under researched area 

of gender museology and LGBTQ2IA+ education initiatives. Gracio et al., (2020) 

write that The Colectivo FACA is “an active citizenship project and intersectional 

feminist collective” that headed the initiative (p.204). In 2019, this group, 

“proposed a three-talk series called Bringing the Margin to the Centre, which 

consisted of three talks on Feminism, Queerness and Postcolonialism centred on 

the Berardo Museum’s permanent and temporary exhibitions” (p.204). Bringing 

the Margin to the Centre highlights two distinctive aspects of decolonization. 

First, the talks are organised and presented by community members. Second, the 

talks challenge whiteness, masculinity, and heteronormativity in the context of the 

museum.  
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Active participation from community members is another essential step for 

decolonizing educational practices. Participatory museology, according to 

Robinson (2020), is the, “decentralisation of interpretive authority…recognising 

the museum visitor as an active partner in the construction of museum narratives” 

(p.473). For this to occur, board members, staff, and volunteers must be 

committed to relinquishing their power and authority. In this sense, stakeholders 

(including staff, student researchers, volunteers etc.) should be valued and seen as 

part of the museum's audience (Gilbert, 2016).  

Museum “professional” education 

Museum “professional” education refers to the museum studies programs 

that are offered through post-secondary institutions. I put the term “professional” 

in quotation marks to highlight the vertical hierarchy attached to post-secondary 

education. Part of decolonizing museum education is to unlearn hierarchical 

modes of education and co-collaborate within a horizontal ontological framework. 

It is taken-for-granted that a post-secondary education makes a more valuable 

employee. However, there is an urgent need to decolonize the way in which we 

view ‘higher’ education. Mensch (2011) writes: “the creation of professional 

associations, the publication of professional journals and handbooks and the 

foundation of curatorial training courses provided the parameters of 

professionalism” (p.113). However, these associations, journals, and courses are 

spaces of exclusion. Their existence means that only those with access can 
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consider themselves part of the group and are able to speak “truth”. This sense of 

elitism is what decolonization efforts seek to disrupt.  

What does it mean to be a “professional”? Decolonization seeks to 

dismantle deeply held beliefs about “expert” knowledge and encourages a 

reformulation of hegemonic discourses around museological education. McCarthy 

(2019) writes: “Academic museum studies has not sufficiently incorporated the 

insights of Indigenous museum staff and communities working at the frontline of 

professional practice” (p.39). They go on to discuss the Museum of New Zealand 

Te Papa Tongarewa. Instead of referring to “curators”, Māori professionals call 

themselves kaitiaki, meaning guardian or caregiver (McCarthy, 2019). Cases like 

this are few. The lack of participation within museum education produces a lack 

of representation within the field. Managers, supervisors, and directors tend, and 

are required, to seek professional education and demand it of potential employees. 

Because of centuries of systemic racism, classism, and sexism, many marginalised 

groups do not have the same access to education as privileged, white males.  

Museological education is, however, different depending on where one is 

in the world. Arguably, museum education has been normalised in terms of 

learning accepted methods of accessioning, cataloguing, deaccessioning, and use 

of software systems. Many aspiring museum professionals in Africa, for example, 

have received training on the job; others have had to temporarily relocate to a 

former colonial power, such as Britain, to receive a “formal” museum education 
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(Diop, 2018). However, this “formal” education is still deeply rooted in colonial 

ideals and may not be best practice for museums in Africa.   

In contrast, Carter and Macias-Valadez (2016) boast about the creation of 

museology programmes at the Université du Québec à Montréal. This university 

offers, “North America’s first and still only regular Ph.D. in Museology” (Carter 

and Macias-Valadez, 2016 p.44).  Because of racist-colonial effects of society, 

however, I would argue that this form of education is inaccessible for many 

Black, Indigenous, and People of Colour. It is precisely because of ostentatious 

marketing like this that the vertical stratification of education is not only 

reinforced, but encouraged. By this I mean that post-secondary education 

perpetuates the idea that the more degrees one holds the more knowledgeable they 

become and the graduate is held in higher regard because of the position they 

maintain in the education strata. There is an urgent need to understand that the 

“professional” is a colonial frame of reference. Furthermore, in acknowledging 

the status of “professional” we reinforce their social importance. “Training” and 

“professional development programmes'' require money, time, emotional, and 

mental commitment that some people do not have because of the effects of 

centuries of marginalisation.   

Museums are constantly changing relative to “human patterns of feeling” 

(Walklate, 2019). Empathy, compassion, and understanding are required in all 

aspects of the museum to create inclusion and equality within the museum space 

(Jennings et al., 2019; Mithlo & Sherman, 2020; Whitaker, 2021). By doing this, 
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one can centre people - both in narratives, staffing complement, and intangible 

heritage - while decentring the value placed on objects (Whitaker, 2021).  

Decolonizing Human Resources  

The few BIPOC staff working at museums serve as a constant reminder of 

systemic racism (Wajid & Minott, 2019). Dixon (2012) writes on the importance 

of recruiting people from minority communities “particularly in Paris, where 

BAME [Black, Asian and minority ethnic] communities represent an estimated 22 

percent of the resident population” (p.86). The lack of BIPOC staff in important 

cultural historical spaces of authority speaks volumes about the privilege of space 

while giving rise to questions of access to history. Aikio (2018) notes that there 

are few Indigenous museum professionals in Finland, while Norway and Sweden 

are only marginally better.  

In contrast to decolonizing exhibits and collections, human resources 

accounts for 17 of the 104 total mentions in the sample (16.34% of the total 

mentions). Historically, many museums have been operated and overseen by 

white middle class individuals (Hill, 2016; Ross, 2022). Further, studies show that 

most senior leadership positions in museums are occupied by white people 

(Jennings et al., 2019; Perla & Ullah, 2019). Moreover, organisational structures 

in museums are founded on non-Indigenous systems of authority (Whittington, 

2021). The desire to promote inclusivity within staffing selections, “could be 

regarded as a yet another form of assimilation, a strategy employed by the settler-
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colonial state to subsume Indigenous peoples within white institutions and ways 

of being, thereby eliminating their distinct identities” (Whittington, 2022 p.252). 

Black, Indigenous, and People of Colour occupy marginalised space in staffing 

positions in museums generally and, therefore, create an identifiable gap within 

the museological field (Wood & Cole, 2019).  

The sample presents some key findings (See Table 8). The need for 

BIPOC staffing complement garners 28.89% of total mentions. However, the 

hiring process to achieve adequate representation amongst museum staff only 

accounted for 17.77% of total mentions. The sample also suggests that despite the 

need for adequate representation of museum staff, conversations are not being had 

as to how BIPOC individuals are becoming part of the staff complement. This 

suggests a need to decolonize the hiring process. Additionally, there is a lack of 

mentions pertaining to salary. It is, however, imperative that BIPOC staff and 

community consultants be paid fairly in contrast to their white colleagues.  

Table 8. Themes of Decolonizing Human Resources  

Theme Board 
Members 

Hiring 
Process  Stakeholders Salary Staffing Representation Total 

Number of 
Mentions  9 8 3 4 13 8 45 

Percentage 20 17.78 6.67 8.89 28.89 17.78 100 
 

Historically, questions of, “who’s at the table” (Morrissey & Dirk, 2020 

p.567) began in the late twentieth century and conversations have been occurring 
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since. In their research Anderson & Mileham (2020) note that, “museum 

professionals do not necessarily reflect the diversity of the United States” (p.598). 

In recent years these conversations are more present and more frequent thanks to 

social media (Doering, 2020). Carr (2021), for example, suggests that, “museum 

employees and allies around the world have established numerous social media 

groups aimed at reforming, and even eliminating, institutions” (p.237). Some of 

these instagram accounts include “@showthesalary”, “@show_the_boardroom”, 

and “@changethemuseum” (Carr, 2021).  

 There is an important distinction between consulting marginalised groups 

and having adequate representation within a staff complement. Of the 17 

mentions pertaining to decolonizing human resources, only two authors clarify the 

distinction between consultation of BIPOC individuals and having them as part of 

the permanent staffing complement (Gilbert, 2016; McCarthy et al., 2013). It is 

not enough for a museum to have a predominantly white staff complement who 

consult marginalised community groups without any compensation. Marginalised 

community groups can be quickly swept up in an unequal balance of power in 

which the museum takes what they need and then moves on. BIPOC people must 

be part of the permanent staff at a museum. In a similar manner, Jennings et al., 

(2019) argue 

 The hiring of people of colour to be ‘community outreach coordinators;’ 
the creation of 

diversity fellowships placing people of colour in curatorial or management 
roles; 
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temporary exhibitions featuring artists or scientists of colour; grants to 
promote the attendance of people of color at museum conferences. These 
efforts, while well-intentioned, did not effect long-term fundamental 
change because they were piecemeal, siloed within one museum 
department, and often one-off (as cited in Jennings & Jones-Rizzi, 2017, 
p.67-71) 

 

In Dixon’s (2012) work at the National Maritime Museum and the Victoria and 

Albert Museum’s African Diaspora Research Project, they identified that 

“contributors worked in partnership with curatorial and education staff to address 

issues such as re-cataloguing and reinterpretation of resources from the museums’ 

collections of relevance to African diasporic heritage” (p.86). Even the “diversity 

hires” (Ross, 2022) - the few people hired at an organisation to make it appear as 

though the institution is committed to breaking down racialized barriers - remain 

insufficient. Moreover, BIPOC peoples who are employed at museums are forced 

to take on the - often invisible - emotional labour of having to work with centuries 

and suppressed and marginalised histories (Wajid & Minott, 2019).  

Established in 2014, Museum Detox was born out of the necessity to 

support “Black, Asian, and Minority Ethnic museum workers in the United 

Kingdom” (Wajid & Minott, 2019 p.25). It consists of a network of history 

workers who seeks to create a space of support for museum, “workers who face 

systemic racism in their day-to-day working life” (Wajid & Minott, 2019 p.25). 

Moreover, the network seeks to create ethical ways of working where, “People of 

Colour [can] exercise ownership over the stories told in public spaces” (Wajid & 

Minott, 2019 p.25). Members of Museum Detox act as “Insider Activists” as they 
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attempt to illuminate and break down systemic racism in museum staffing (Wajid 

& Minott, 2019 p.25).  

While Museum Detox seeks to rectify institutions from the inside out, The 

Brooklyn Museum has come under public scrutiny for its unethical treatment of 

its staff. Despite its acknowledgement that it is undergoing a decolonizing 

process, commentators have been critical of the administration’s treatment of 

BIPOC staff (Di Liscia, 2020). Moreover, the Museum faced similar 

condemnation in April 2018 after it hired a white curator for its African Art 

collection (Green, 2019; Prescha, 2021). The above mentioned, Exhibit B fell 

under similar scrutiny as a white director was hired for the performative 

exhibition that featured the Black experience of colonialism (Purkayastha, 2019). 

Museums must take positive action to dismantle institutional colonial powers 

present within museums' human resources departments. Museums like this, claim 

to be a safe space and to foster crucial conversations, but these claims are 

arguably an ongoing public façade. 

There is also an overwhelming need to decolonize the researcher (Tschida, 

2021). Aikio (2018) is both an Indigenous Sámi and a Museum Curator who finds 

it difficult to negotiate the differences between the cultural worlds. In Aikio’s 

(2018) own words: “The differences are vast, and include different language, 

worldviews, values, and ways of interacting and behaving. Participants in both 

worlds find that they must resort to balancing efforts'' (p.102). Part of the 

decolonization process is the recognition of the borders and lines with which 
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Indigenous curators must walk. Aikio (2018) continues: “Involving Indigenous 

museum professionals together with the Indigenous community is an essential 

part of the challenging process of representation and the safeguarding of 

Indigenous heritage in museums'' (p.103). It is worth reiterating that Indigenous 

professionals should be adequately compensated for the emotional labour and 

cultural capital that they bring with them to the job.  

Part of the decolonization process in human resources includes “removing 

toxic board members and donors whose wealth derives from exploitative business 

practises or purging their names from dedicated spaces” (Ross, 2022 p.19). Perla 

and Ullah, (2019) discuss the importance, for example, of having adequate 

representation on curatorial committees. In one such instance the Canadian 

Museum of Human Rights (CMHR) formed an internal committee in response to 

the Rohingya Canadian Community who had requested two portraits of Aung San 

Suu Kyi be removed from two galleries in the museum. The internal committee 

lacked BIPOC representation, and it was recognized that this “could pose a 

challenge to the inclusion of different frames of reference during the discussions” 

(Perla & Ullah, 2019). The portraits were not removed but were recontextualized. 

However, despite the lack of representation on the committee the CMHR and 

members from the Rohingya Canadian Community would later go on to engage in 

the largest oral history project co-produced by the CMHR (Perla & Ullah, 2019). 

As Carr (2021) notes, racially diversifying boards and stakeholders can serve to 
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diversify other elements of the museum including, exhibitions, collections, and 

education.  

The topic of salary has four mentions in the sample (accounting for 8.89% 

of total mentions). This goes without saying that this is a topic that requires more 

sustained effort on the part of the museum administrations. According to 

Whitaker (2021), the capitalist understanding of pay is often reduced to a line on 

an institutional expense form. This, “ignores the fact that workers are assets in the 

sense of the organisation’s cultural and intellectual capital” (p.255). This is 

especially true for marginalised peoples who have the added emotional and 

cultural labour associated with their positions in museums.  

Conclusion 

In February 2022 I walked into the McCord Museum in Montréal, Québec, 

to visit the latest exhibitions. After paying my $19 adult admission I proceeded to 

enter the main floor permanent exhibition titled “Indigenous Voices of Today: 

Knowledge, Trauma, Resilience”. The exhibition utilises “objects from the 

museum’s Indigenous Cultures collection…combined with more than eighty 

powerful inspiring stories (texts and videos) from members of the 11 Indigenous 

nations of Quebec” (McCord Museum, n.d). I found the exhibit to be moving and 

emotional; the discussion of residential schools and cultural genocide impacted 

me greatly and I was left overcome with emotion and a desire to do more. 

However, despite the exhibition having elements of decolonization practises, the 



76 

McCord Museum omitted a key aspect of decolonization; the exhibit did not 

explicitly mention decolonization within any of the exhibition text. Further, the 

museum failed to situate their positioning within the reconciliation process. If the 

McCord Museum was to take the exhibition further, they might have 

acknowledged how, as an institution, they seek to reconcile their 100-year legacy 

as a space rooted in colonialism. In lieu of incorporating Indigenous artefact 

labels that read “Gift from James McCord”, the museum may have explicitly 

stated how the museum came to acquire such objects. I wonder if the objects were 

indeed gifts or found their way into the collection through more malicious means. 

In sum, and while the effort has merits, the McCord Museum failed to provide an 

explanation and context for the museum's historical role in perpetuating 

coloniality throughout both its history and the collection featured in the 

exhibition. This begs the questions, who is holding museums accountable for 

decolonizing practices? Who should bear this burden of standing up to deeply 

held colonial beliefs? 

So, what is next? In this literature review, I have sought to illuminate 

historical knowledge production and processes that do not need to be inherently 

colonial. I have sought to bring together contemporary debates by Indigenous and 

non-Indigenous scholars to understand decolonization within museums. 

Knowledge can be co-created and the epistemological pedestal occupied by the 

“expert” can be demolished or at the very least redefined. This may make the 

museum space ontologically and epistemologically sound. Decolonization 
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requires work; it requires an unlearning of centuries of processes and procedures. 

Perhaps this is, “the end of the museum as we know it” (Anderson, 2019). While 

there have been promising beginnings, given the literature examined within this 

review I argue much more work still needs to be done.  

While decolonizing museums is complex, it is without question, 

necessary. In this critical literature review I have attempted to present a 

comprehensive analysis of the current literature, all the while identifying gaps, 

and problems. Having divided the literature based on the four core museum 

functions it is evident that each function requires its own decolonialising 

processes and measures. The sample, for example, suggests that much has been 

written on decolonising national exhibitions while less has been written on 

decolonising human resources. Furthermore, authors within the sample offer little 

attention to community museums, which remain potentially problematic. In part, 

because these sorts of museums are driven more by individuals with greater ties to 

local communities. History workers should look to community museums as 

examples on how to prioritise decolonial practices. Based on the sample's 

findings, I encourage further discussions pertaining to alternative museum 

education models, salaries of BIPOC history workers, and decolonizing the hiring 

process. Commitment to these decolonization efforts within the field welcomes 

positive and long-overdue changes.  

Institutions and scholars alike are seeking to understand their role in 

decolonizing the museum. The Pitt Rivers Museum at University of Oxford refers 
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to their deeply rooted institutional coloniality as “Radical Hope” (Van 

Broekhoven, 2021). The museum adopted this specific terminology as a means of 

looking towards the future while engaging in decolonial practices in the present. 

In fact, the term “decolonization” is not referenced anywhere on the Museum 

website despite its efforts at decolonization-like practises. Van Broekhoven 

(2018), the Director of the Pitt Rivers Museum, suggests that museums need to 

rethink the ontologies and epistemologies of museums; they need to look beyond 

diversifying the acquisition of objects to seek out narratives ensuring that all 

stories are told in a multitude of perspectives.  

A museum cannot be one thing; it must be many things because the 

communities in which they serve are varied and diverse (Konaré, 2014). This 

claim is difficult to fathom because colonialism does not make space for varied 

and diverse. It is time that history workers and community members tear down the 

metaphorical walls of the colonial institution and build anew.  

We must collectively seek to, “create meaningful change to a seemingly 

unchangeable system” (Wajid & Minott, 2019 p.26). Only then will we transform 

our world making views.  

As a final point, I argue that in addition to decolonizing the museum we 

seek to Indigenise it. Baudino (2013) refers to this process as “Indigenous New 

Museum Theory”. Such Indigenisation “is an important part of the process of 

healing and reconciliation” (McCarthy, 2019 p.40). According to Phillips (2012): 
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Indigenization refers to the incorporation into the mainstream museum 
world of concepts, protocols, and the processes that originate in Aboringal 
societies. These include ways of thinking about key issues that are central 
to museum work, such as the nature of materiality, spirituality, community 
and history. They also include traditional Aboriginal modes of decision 
making whose goal is to arrive at consensus through discussions that 
involve careful and respectful listening and in which all interested parties 
have equal opportunity to speak (p.48).  
 

Through understanding and practising decolonization and Indigenization, history 

workers can begin to address centuries of colonial violence while prioritising 

Indigenous curatorship, pedagogy, and governance. 
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